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Abstract 
Prose for Art’s Sake: Creating and Documenting an American Aesthetic, 1810 – 1860, 
assembles an archive of early American writings on the visual arts to query how American authors 
defined literary practice with respect to developing dialogues on visual aesthetics. I argue that when 
American authors cultivated professional and interpersonal connections with American painters and 
sculptors, they did so not because they envisioned their own productions as art’s thematic 
counterpart, but because of their interest in the visual arts’ practices of display and dissemination. 
Prose for Art’s Sake retells the history of American aesthetics as, at its outset, less a narrative of 
linear development and more a story of how tenuously related collectives of art and literary 
producers, at punctuated moments in time, and through proliferating print venues, began to give 
voice to nationally-inflected aesthetic theories. These theories were circulated to regional and 
national audiences, and counted among their originators a remarkable number of well-known, 
American authors, who interpolated aspects of the visual arts’ production and display into their 
own approaches into their poetry and prose.  While authors such as William Cullen Bryant found 
the visual arts unnecessarily hobbled by the specificity of gallery display, others, such as Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, saw the ability of a painting or a statue to occupy only one space at a time a liberating 
departure from the unbounded circulation of literary works. Those who attempted to harness both the 
circulation of texts and the spatial specificity of visual works, such as Washington Allston, a 
dominant presence in the art world of the early Republic, found themselves at a theoretical impasse, 
posed between emerging Romantic discourses which privileged individual consciousness and a 
nationally inflected call to democratize the arts through reproduction and circulation.  American 
writers responded to this problem by recasting the parameters of their audiences vis-à-vis the blurred 
disciplinary distinctions between literature and the fine arts and the confined spaces that elite works 
of painting and sculpture inhabited in gallery and domestic spaces in the United States and abroad. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Prose for Art’s Sake: Creating and Documenting an American Aesthetic, 1810 - 1860 
 
“The Art of Printing: A Poem” 
 
Hail art!  which men like angels taught, 
To speak to eyes and paint unbody’d tho’t! 
Tho deaf and dumb; blesd skill reliev’d by thee, 
We make one sense perform the task of three; 
We see, we hear, we touch the head and heart, 
And take or give what each but yields in part; 
With the hard laws of distance we dispense; 
And without sound apart commune in sense: 
View, tho confin’d, nay, rule this earthy ball, 
And travel o’er the wide expanded all. 
Dead letters thus with living notions fraught, 
Prove to the soul the telescopes of thought; 
To mortal life a deathless witness give, 
And bids all deeds and titles last and live. 
In scanty life, eternity we taste; 
View the first ages, and inform the last; 
Arts, hist’ry, laws, we purchase with a look, 
And keep, like fate, all nature in a book. (1790)
1
 
 
For a nation first imagining itself as such, print circulation must have appeared to be a 
technology offering infinite possibilities for contact.  The poem reproduced at the opening of this 
introduction illustrates, to the anonymous writer’s mind, the almost boundless communities 
across space and time that print could enable.  Print could thwart constrictions based on 
individual scopes of knowledge and perception, taking in multiple sensory perceptions across 
distance: “…without sound apart commune in sense” (ibid.).  Print could unite people and ideas 
without commerce interceding, “we purchase with a look,” and can create a unity between the 
thoughts of the living and ideas of the long dead, to “eternity” (ibid.).  The author imagined a 
world constituted through print and ultimately made infinite in its scope through print’s ability to 
preserve thought on any imaginable subject.   
                                                             
1 “The Art of Printing: A Poem,” The Massachusetts Magazine; or, Monthly Museum, September 1790, 567.  
Attributed to Constantina Grierson (1705 – 1733).   
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 But less clear is the poem’s consistent reference to “art,” its associated imagery, “mystick 
art” and “paint,” and its history broadly conceived, “Arts” (ibid.).  While the title of the poem, 
“The Art of Printing,” appears to use the term “art” to refer to a mastery of a trade, echoing 
Laura Rigal’s work on links between labor and the so-called “fine” arts, the adjective used to 
describe art in the first line of the sonnet, “mystick,” troubles the relationship between physical 
labor and the production of print.
2
  It problematizes the method (and agent) by which art is 
produced, a concept that is only further muddled by the likening of men to angels, obscuring the 
physical bodies of men in favor of the incorporeal, spiritual presence.
3
 The term “paint” also 
serves not only to facilitate the representation of “unbody’d thought,” but to present it 
simultaneously to the visual and auditory senses, to “speak to eyes.”4  Art immediately comes 
into focus in the poem as the facilitator of print’s seeming transubstantiation of thought into 
circulating text.   
 Ultimately, the “Arts,” as well as other erudite disciplines, are subsumed into print, 
specifically, the book, a form of print production afforded eternal permanency in the schema of 
the poem.  The Arts are cast as the generative root of print, which, in the form of a book, 
provides its reader with infinite perspectives on any topic in “nature.”  It is the interplay between 
art and print, both broadly conceived, that allow the disembodied dissemination that books 
afford. 
 The poem ran in the September, 1790 issue of The Massachusetts Magazine, surfacing in 
an early Republic periodical long past its original era of publication, the 1730s, and removed 
                                                             
2 Laura Rigal, The American Manufactory: Art, Labor, and the World of Things in the Early Republic (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998).  On the distinction between arts deemed “fine art” and arts deemed craft, and 
the professional distinctions that mark their creators, see especially chapter six. 
 
3 Thomas Aquinas differentiates the speech of angels from the speech of man by using the term “sublime,” 
indicating a type of speech beyond the physical body, in the Summa Theologica (“Question 107”). 
 
4“The Art of Printing: A Poem,” 567. 
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from its author’s point of origin, Ireland.  Said Charles Henry Temperley in A Dictionary of 
Printers and Printing of the poem: “The following lines were annually printed from a press fixed 
upon a car, and distributed in the street procession of printers, on the lord mayor’s day, in 
Dublin.”5  The poem apparently resonated in Boston, the magazine’s point of origin, and among 
its editors and contributors, including Benjamin Franklin, Joseph Dennie, later the editor of The 
Port-Folio, a landmark early American periodical in its support of the visual arts and literature, 
and William Dunlap, who would go on to author and publish the History of the Rise and 
Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States in 1834.  The poem, in its Boston context, can 
be read as an early prescription of the power of reproducibility that printing lends to circulating 
text and images, and the boundless horizons that might be established through their further 
promulgation in the early Republic. 
 Of course, the illusion was sure to falter when confronted with the conditions of print in 
New England and beyond.  The colonies and early Republic lacked the transit infrastructure to 
support even widespread, regional distribution of text.
6
  And as questions of copyright entered 
the marketplace and the profession of authorship in the early nineteenth century, many began to 
understand the universal circulation of print as disenfranchising to writers, who were unable to 
command royalties for works circulating remotely.  Arising concurrently with fantasies of 
unbridled print circulations were concerns among art patrons, largely derived from debates 
promulgated by Sir Joshua Reynolds’ work at the Royal Academy and Continental debates on 
such aesthetic issues as the nature of the sublime, that unacculturated viewers might do harm to 
themselves and the developing business of art in the United States by not viewing paintings 
                                                             
5 Charles Henry Temperley, A Dictionary of Printers and Printing (London: H. Johnson, 1839), 649. 
 
6 See Trish Loughran, The Republic in Print: Print Culture in the Age of U.S. Nation Building, 1770 – 1870 (New 
York: Columbia UP, 2007).  See especially chapter two. 
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properly or viewing reproductions.
7
  Authors, artists, and critics alike attempted to reconcile the 
democratizing influence of the newly-founded Republic with socially stratified concepts of art 
inherited from Europe, with an eye towards cultivating consumers of both rarified originals and 
circulating engravings. 
 The development of the field of Early American Studies, engaged by scholars across 
disciplines as diverse as history, literatures, art, and anthropology, depends upon theoretical 
interventions in the study of print culture and circulation.  They strike at constructs fundamental 
to the field by emphasizing the materiality of texts typically interpreted in terms of ideology; 
concepts of nationhood, race, gender, and space in the colonies (and subsequent Republic), 
Caribbean, and western territories have all been reshaped by material culture, showing how the 
flow of print shaped the path of travel, commerce, bodies, and national boundaries. Formative 
texts in contemporary critical understandings of print culture have identified print technology in 
late eighteenth and nineteenth-century America as a means of forming ideological communities 
across far-flung expanses of space, creating a public sphere united, if tenuously, in pursuit of a 
republican ideal.
8
  Critics have dismantled the fantasy of a public sphere in Republican America, 
and brought more materially-specific understandings of space and region to discussions of 
national identity in the colonial and Republic eras.  But the understanding that print transmission 
                                                             
7 For more on how British aesthetic debates alternately clashed and aligned with a developing print marketplace, see  
Gillen Wood, The Shock of the Real: Romanticism and Visual Culture, 1760 – 1860 (New York: Palgrave, 2001) 
and Jonah Siegel’s Desire and Excess: The Nineteenth-Century Culture of Art (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2000).  Because most of the distinctions that arose around the reproduction and dissemination are rooted in 
class debates, sources on how American class structures came into being concurrently with aesthetic debates inform 
questions of how art circulated in nineteenth-century America as well.  Seeing High and Low: Representing Social 
Conflict in American Visual Culture (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2006), a volume edited by 
Patricia Johnson, presents productive perspectives on these questions, especially David Steinberg’s “Educating for 
Distinction?  Art, Hierarchy, and Charles Willson Peale’s Staircase Group” and Patricia Johnson’s “Samuel F. B. 
Morse’s Gallery of the Louvre: Social Tensions in an Ideal World.” 
 
8 See, for example, Michael Warner, The Letters of the Republic: Publication and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-
Century America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990). 
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of knowledge unites readers or listeners with others outside their quotidian spaces and lifespan 
pervades, even if that union is more a fantasy than reality.
9
 
  My dissertation analyzes the reciprocity of artists and authors in the early Republic and 
argues that the different modes of print dissemination utilized by producers of art and literature, 
including periodical, engraved reproductions, and published novels, addresses, and essays, were 
a primary influence on how both art forms influenced each other.  I focus on how authors derived 
influence from the visual arts on the basis of their dissemination and display practices.  My work 
redresses two oversights in Early American Studies: first, it examines predominant ideas on how 
artists and authors drew influence from each other in the early Republic and antebellum eras; 
second, it reconceptualizes this cycle of influence in terms of the significant interlocutors in the 
process, namely periodical criticism and print ephemera associated with the display and sale of 
paintings, prints, and statuary in America.  My goal is to offer scholars of Early American 
Studies the ability to think across the genres of literature and the visual arts in a rigorously 
material way, highlighting that authors and artists alike envisioned their crafts as both the 
products of inspiration and artistic labor and simultaneously as objects and texts that could 
inhabit the space of the early Republic.   
 Critics of art and literature in early America have traditionally approached the 
relationship between each genre from the perspective of the “sister arts,” a term that circulated in 
periodicals in the early Republic certainly and denoted a unified source of inspiration for the 
production of literature and the visual arts, a fount of artistic inspiration from which each genre 
                                                             
9
 Numerous scholars discussed at more length in different portions of this introduction qualify as critics of Warner, 
including, notably, Loughran, who dismantles Warner’s use of Habermas and theoretical understandings of 
European public sphere to rationalize how colonial and early American texts circulate.  A recent volume in The 
History of the Book series entitled A History of the Book in America: Volume 2: An Extensive Republic: Print, 
Culture, and Society in a New Nation 1790 – 1840 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2010) also 
seeks to bring specificity to facets of the print trade in the colonies and early Republic, exhaustively documenting 
how texts found their audiences and how these networks of print influenced cultural and national development. 
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drew.  As the impulse to establish the “sister arts” as the dominant metaphor in the discussion 
about literary and artistic intersection grew, the material specificity of the comparison 
diminished in criticism.  Often, critics analyzing art in the early Republic and transcendental 
periods tend to read paintings as illustrative of political and literary tropes without sustained 
attention to the language that founds and develops such themes in literature and the press at 
large.
10
  Literary critics such as Bryan Jay Wolf, while more attentive to language, apply the 
formal vocabulary of literature to the visual arts to describe an aesthetic in service to a universal 
American mythos without fully tracing the material presence of key terms used in the 
discussion.
11
  While each of these critical interventions has benefitted the field in terms of 
drawing together two disciplinary discourses, art history and literature, in productive and 
necessary conversation, each also reconfirms the “sister arts” metaphor.  Both literature and the 
visual arts appeared to be in the service of the same cultural and aesthetic goals, viewing the 
same American landscape from the same perspective, if complicated slightly by the transition 
from paintbrush to pencil. 
 The push to base critical discourses on politics and aesthetics in the early Republic is 
evident, both in studies of textual circulation and oratory.
12
  Further historicizing of the gallery 
space and its patrons, and what cultural values the gallery space might transmit to its patrons, 
                                                             
10 I reference specifically Angela Miller’s The Empire of the Eye: Landscape Representation and American Cultural 
Politics (Ithica, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996), and Sarah Burns’ Painting the Dark Side: Art and the Gothic 
Imagination in Nineteenth-Century America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006). 
 
11 Bryan Jay Wolf, Romantic Re-Vision: Culture and Consciousness in Nineteenth-Century American Painting and 
Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982).  
 
12 On politics and its relationship to artistic creation, circulation, and performance, see Jay Grossman, Reconstituting 
the American Renaissance: Emerson, Whitman, and the Politics of Representation (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2003) and Jay Fliegelman, Declaring Independence: Jefferson, Natural Language, and the Culture of 
Performance (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993); Bryan Waterman, Republic of Intellect: The Friendly 
Club of New York City and the Making of American Literature (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2007). 
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have emphasized the unique context in which paintings and statuary were viewed.
13
  Alan 
Wallach argues that the display of art in pre-Civil War America, despite a seeming desire to 
democratize the visual arts, ultimately built a display culture dedicated to bourgeoisie art 
patronage, a social shift evident in the progress of museums in the latter half of the nineteenth 
century.
14
  Social class becomes a key, divisive term in conversations about art and literature, 
and the critical question arises: if art and literature are unified in their origins and aesthetic goals 
in nineteenth-century America, is that goal ultimately to stratify the population? 
 Of course, to isolate American art culture to the funded institutions that sponsored it in 
the early Republic, and the patrons who provided that funding, ignores art production and 
circulation outside of established, hallowed halls and among well-connected patrons.  It can even 
be read to privilege art producers who viewed themselves as part of the cultural elite, figures like 
Washington Allston who, despite pecuniary difficulties at times in his life, circulated among the 
bourgeois art world of Boston and London, at the expense of painters such as Thomas Birch, a 
Philadelphia-based genre painter known for his widely-circulated and reproduced ship 
elevations.
15
  It may also obscure the means of production dedicated to presenting and circulating 
printed works, many of which were defined as “art” in the comfort of a Cincinnati or Baltimore 
sitting room even if not at the Boston Athenaeum.
16
   
                                                             
 
13 See Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (New York: Routledge, 1995) and Alan 
Wallach, Exhibiting Contradiction: Essays on the Art Museum in the United States (Amherst: University of  
Massachusetts Press, 1998). 
 
14 Alan Wallach, Exhibiting Contradiction, 11. 
 
15
 To complicate the issue further, the painter, of Allston and Birch, more attuned to gallery cultivation and politics 
was by far Birch.  Birch managed the collection of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts from 1812 – 17.  The 
artist who, by virtue of cultural standing, had less to gain from perpetuating elite gallery culture did more than 
Allston was ever able to in establishing it. 
 
16 One study that documents the regional inflections and boundaries of taste is Estill Curtis Pennington’s Lessons in 
Likeness: Portrait Painters in Kentucky and the Ohio River Valley, 1802 – 1920 (Lexington: The University Press of 
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 My dissertation tends to define “art” in a restrictive sense; it primarily considers the work 
of painters who produce work under the auspices of elite cultural institutions and for either 
display in urban galleries or for the pleasure of wealthy and well-connected art patrons.  I focus 
on this category of artists and artworks primarily because they are more likely to be conversed 
about in circulating periodicals and art volumes as well as to feel more enfranchised within the 
print marketplace itself, even if, at times, expressing doubts about its efficacy and intent.
17
  To 
similar ends, I tend to analyze artists who have documentable connections with periodical writers 
and American authors.  Even so, I exclude a myriad of regionally significant artists, among them 
Raphaelle Peale, whose cultivation of art institutions and galleries in Baltimore as well as his 
active career in painting and authorship put him on the level of Allston in Boston.
18
  I also fail to 
account for important folk innovations in American art, which I discuss only fleetingly in the 
context of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, an institution that, at its outset, did not 
establish draconian distinctions between the art of landscape painting and the art of 
needlework.
19
  Yet even if the Pennsylvania Academ y initially expressed a democratizing 
impulse within its gallery walls, the term “sister arts” tended to reference elite works, both 
literary and visual, a tendency that the Academy would trend towards in its early history. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Kentucky, 2011).  Pennington shows how stylized conventions in portraiture (dress and draping, for instance) 
migrated westward in the work of Midwestern painters as well as how painters innovated within their own markets. 
 
17 What scholars such as Barbara Novak read thematically as an investment in interiority and Romantic discourse, I 
tend to read materially, as a specific relationship to display and circulation.  See Barbara Novak, Voyages of the Self: 
Pairs, Parallels, and Patterns in American Art and Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
 
18
 For more on Raphaelle Peale’s importance in the early Republic, see Alexander Nemerov, The Body of Raphaelle 
Peale: Still-Life and Selfhood, 1812 – 1824 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).  Nemerov’s discussion 
of romantic biography in chapter four of the work especially relates to the work my project does in chapter two to 
emphasize the importance of biography in the life of artists in the early Republic and beyond. 
 
19 I consider how PAFA came to define “art” in a much more exclusive and painterly way during its early history in 
chapter one of my dissertation. 
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 If the thematic unity of the “sister arts” theoretical premise is waning, usurped by a more 
dystopian vision of the family ties between art and literature, I argue that looking at the critical 
dialogue that critiqued art pieces is a necessary next step in this critical progression.  
Contemporary critics of art in the early Republic, though not of like mind in analyzing its 
aesthetic standards, certainly agreed that a conversation about art had to be promulgated in the 
American press, and that critics needed to establish a vocabulary to enable that conversation.
20
  
Periodical critics, writers and speakers associated with art institutions, and, in many cases, 
writers much more notably associated with fiction and poetry all raised the terms of the question: 
how can Americans describe art?  One of the most contentiously debated terms, Romanticism, 
remains a critical touchstone for critics of early American art still today.  Loyalty to the term 
certainly stemmed from, at least in part, what Elisa Tamarkin has identified as “anglophilia” in 
the early republic, especially entrenched in institutions of higher learning and an alternate form 
of “academy,” the art academy.21 Much of the art philosophy appearing in English (and 
subsequently American) periodicals is steeped in the influence of Romantic thinkers such as 
Friedrich Schlegel, Benjamin Robert Haydon, and William Hazlitt.  But the privileging of a 
cultivated, individual consciousness, a key touchstone of Romantic theory, did not meld easily 
with calls to democratize art, especially in the 1810s and 20s.  Romantic philosophy is one tool 
that art institutions used to focus their collections and codify art vocabularies, a point not lost on 
                                                             
 
20 Wendy Bellion also demonstrates the critical cacophony surrounding art in the early 19th century in Citizen 
Spectator: Art, Illusion, and Visual Perception in Early National America (Chapel Hill: Omohundro Institute of 
Early American History and Culture and the University of North Carolina Press, 2011), but identifies defining 
visuality as the ultimate goal of such debates. Also see Gregory M. Pfitzer, Popular History and the Literary 
Marketplace, 1840 – 1920 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2008), for insight on how such questions of 
taste drove the literary marketplace in a variety of material contexts. 
 
21 Elisa Tamarkin, Anglophilia: Deference, Devotion, and Antebellum America (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2008).  For anglophilia’s relationship to the proliferation of English politics and sentiment in the United 
States, especially among the academically-trained elite, see chapter four.  Samuel F. B. Morse and Washington 
Allston, two artists who factor prominently in the spread of British Romantic theory in the American art world (as 
chapter two of my study will describe), figure conspicuously into Tamarkin’s argument. 
10 
 
periodical critics, who, as discussed in chapter one, attempted to counteract its academic 
influence by using broader, more colloquial terms for art affects.  The influence of Romanticism 
as a whole on my project is ultimately one of audience selection and restriction through 
vocabulary.  I take up how institutionalized Romantic vocabularies come to affect American 
artists, namely Washington Allston, and conditions of display in chapter two. 
 Art vocabularies, in subtle manners, could counteract some of the mythos of 
Romanticism by discussing issues such as the methods of production for artists and the politics 
and conditions of production that artists faced.
22
  Much of the focus of the arising art academies 
in the early Republic is on establishing livelihoods for artists, and by featuring keynote addresses 
that discussed the plight of the artist, and even artwork that portrayed the material conditions of 
labor and artistic production, the ideal of poetic inspiration as the root of all art quickly becomes 
subsumed into much less ethereal prose.
23
  Yet the language of poetic influence tends to pervade 
even as the idea is dispelled, to the degree that William Cullen Bryant, as discussed in chapter 
three, was even able to manipulate it to the material advantage of artists by creating a sentimental 
discourse dependent upon it. 
 The foundation of my dissertation’s argument is that American authors defined their own 
relationship to the print marketplace in terms of the ways that art, specifically paintings and 
statuary, circulated in the early Republic.  Authors are able to use art’s relationship to the 
marketplace in prose by invoking developing American art vocabularies, both popular and 
erudite, in prose.  In doing so, I follow the lead of Meredith McGill, whose work on reprinting in 
                                                             
22 Chapter five of Albrecht Koschnik’s  “‘Let a Common Interest Bind Us Together’”: Associations, Partisanship, 
and Culture in Philadelphia, 1775 – 1840 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2007) documents the 
Federalist politics involved with the formation of art institutions in Philadelphia, influences that affected artists and 
critical discourse as well as political discourse and civic development. 
 
23 For more on artistic representations of trade and their relationship to labor in the early Republic, see chapter six of 
Laura Rigal’s The American Manufactory. 
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the early Republic and antebellum eras maps how conceptions of intellectual property shaped 
authors’ relationships to their own works.24  My work seeks to expand McGill’s thesis by 
considering how relationships between artistic genres and their material conditions of circulation 
and production influenced how American authors approached the creation and dissemination of 
their own works.  I also heed the recent critical intervention of Leon Jackson, who argues that the 
economies governing the exchange and circulation of art are neither strictly monetary nor 
anonymous, as in the circulation of a novel among its reading public.
25
  Jackson’s remodeling of 
authorial economies, away from William Charvat’s strictly professionalizing model, 
productively broadens the canon of American “authors,” and I use his influence to consider how 
key figures, such as Washington Allston and William Cullen Bryant, negotiated social and 
interpersonal economies throughout their careers.  Jackson also provides impetus for this 
project’s expansion to consider artists and authors who responded to the dynamics of artistic 
dissemination outside the realm of professional authorship, such as Phillis Wheatley. 
 My archive consists of a broad array of published accounts of art display and reception, 
primarily focused around institutions in Boston and Philadelphia, reviews and critiques of the 
arts in America by familiar American authors, including Bryant and Hawthorne, grand, historical 
paintings intended for broad public display, and works of art never to find an audience in their 
creators’ lifetimes.  I consider both the content and context of these pieces, and hypothesize 
about the audience each reached as well as the audience it assumes to reach, if evident.  Because 
the disparity between perceived and actual audience can be extreme and critically instructive, I 
                                                             
24 Meredith McGill, American Literature and the Culture of Reprinting, 1834-1853 (Philadelphia, PA: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2003).  See chapters one and two for discussions of how reprinting and copyright affected 
authors’ approach to their trade. 
 
25 Leon Jackson, The Business of Letters: Authorial Economies in Antebellum America (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2008).  Chapter one outlines how Jackson’s shift from the professionalizing economies of print, 
derived from the work of William Charvat, allows scholars to recognize the diversity of exchange forms directing 
textual circulation in the early nineteenth century. 
12 
 
am attuned to the distance between who an author might be speaking to, and who might actually 
be receiving the message.
26
 
Each chapter of Prose for Art’s Sake identifies how individuals, institutions, and print 
venues cultivated discussions of the visual arts in America, and how these discussions 
subsequently influenced the development of literary form in the early nineteenth century.  The 
first chapter focuses on the role that early institutions played in shaping aesthetic standards for 
American art and voicing those standards to a growing audience.  Entitled “‘The Standard of 
Taste’: Disseminating Aesthetics in the Early Republic,” chapter one traces the development of 
the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, America’s first enduring institution dedicated to 
educating and funding American artists and displaying their works.  From its inception in 1805 
through the 1810s, the Academy strove to present a uniquely American perspective on the visual 
arts, and Philadelphia-based periodical critics responded by promoting an accessible aesthetic 
vocabulary in critiques of its displays.  But, responding to the growing visibility of Benjamin 
West and Washington Allston, two American artists affiliated with Britain’s Royal Academy, the 
Pennsylvania Academy abruptly reconsidered its sweepingly democratic approach to the arts in 
America in the 1820s, instead investing its material resources and display space in an elite cadre 
of European and American works.  This chapter argues that the Pennsylvania Academy’s 
dramatic shift in display practices, and the shift among Philadelphia-based periodical critics from 
a democratizing art vocabulary to an increasingly exclusive one, anticipates an increasing desire 
among American theorists of Romantic aesthetics to consolidate control over budding aesthetic 
vocabularies. 
                                                             
26 See Loughran’s discussions of the circulation and reception of Paine’s Common Sense and The Federalist for 
dramatic examples of texts that generated respective fantasies of circulation that were never realized materially.  
Trish Loughran, The Republic in Print, 33 – 103, 104 – 158. 
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Chapter two, “Framing Narratives: Washington Allston and the Construction of an 
American Aesthetic,” considers how Allston, America’s most heralded painter by the 1830s, 
challenged the way that artists, authors, and the art-consuming public conceptualized artistic 
labor through his published writings and paintings.  By his death in 1843, Allston was almost as 
talked about in American periodicals for his career shortcomings, encapsulated in his long-
standing battle to finish his “masterwork,” Belshazzar’s Feast, as his achievements in historical 
painting and literary production.  I argue that Allston responded to such critical discontent by 
reimagining his own relationship to his audience and how artists and authors could cultivate their 
audiences despite increasing interference from critical and material interlocutors.  Allston began 
to conceive of artistic labor as more a product of audience cultivation, an interdisciplinary 
project complemented by his now-forgotten literary productions, than as a productive act, 
evidenced by his turn from painting to strategically positioning himself within art dialogues by 
the end of his career.  Allston’s career trajectory demonstrates the pitfalls that American artists 
faced in the early nineteenth century when producing and marketing their work, and how an 
interdisciplinary approach to artistic labor allowed Allston, who expressed constant worry in his 
private writings about connecting with his audience, to shape his public persona. 
Chapter three, “‘Kindred’ Aesthetics: The Visual Arts and Literature in Circulation” 
analyzes the institutional interplay between William Cullen Bryant, Asher B. Durand, and 
Thomas Cole, made famous in Durand’s well-known 1849 commemoration of Cole, Kindred 
Spirits.  Thomas Cole’s sudden death in 1848 created a moment of crisis for the institution he 
helped found, New York’s National Academy of Design, which, at the point of his death, was the 
most influential art institution in America and in the process of reinventing its public presence 
following the resignation of its first president, Samuel F. B. Morse. Bryant’s concurrent efforts to 
14 
 
enfranchise American art through increased reproduction and dissemination, which he attempted 
to realize in his tenure as the president of the American Art-Union, became the project of the 
National Academy in the wake of Cole’s death.  I argue that Bryant envisioned the future of 
American art unbounded by the restrictions placed on its production and display during Cole’s 
career, and instead proposes a vision of circulation for the visual arts akin to literary circulation, 
a vision that Durand encourages through Kindred Spirits.  Focusing on Bryant’s reinterpretation 
of Cole’s landscapes in his poetry, and Cole’s presence in American culture in his prose, I 
demonstrate how Bryant attempted to transition a generation of American artists from the 
relative safety of the National Academy’s galleries to a mass market presence. 
Chapter four, entitled “The Marble Faun and the Narrative Contexts of Art,” analyzes 
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Marble Faun (1860) and how it problematizes the relationship 
between the visual arts and literature by undermining Hawthorne’s ability to explicate art and the 
impulses of its patrons.  The conditions under which art is viewed, which vary from the mood 
and mindset of the viewer to the material construction of galleries, provide legible boundaries for 
the works.  The Marble Faun challenged the degree of freedom that this model of viewing and 
comprehending art seems to allow; Hawthorne’s characters compulsively devise narratives with 
which to frame their experiences with art and see these stories collapse and decay with alarming 
speed within the much slower erosion of Rome.  Neither the control of the artists over their 
media nor the control of the viewer over the experience of art is more than transitory.  The visual 
arts function as a counterpoint to the unbounded circulation of magazines and novels during the 
antebellum era because paintings and sculptures can only occupy a single, defined space (a 
gallery, a private room).  They bear evidence of their artist’s labor, brush strokes and chisel 
marks that the printing process effaces in literature.  But the dependence upon narrative to 
15 
 
explicate the visual arts effaces the seemingly bounded elements of time and space the visual 
arts, and makes uncertain the luminous clarity that an experience with perfected beauty or 
portrayals of pure emotion are expected to incite. I read The Marble Faun as fantasy of bounded 
circulation, a novel that ultimately pushes creative prose towards the permanency and singularity 
of great works of the visual arts, which, for Hawthorne, pervade the cultural consciousness even 
in the midst of their slow decay.    
 Ultimately, Prose for Art’s Sake asserts that when American authors “hail art,” as the 
opening poem pontificates, they do so with its scope of circulation in mind, and that scope 
became more predictable as art institutions and critical language began to codify by the end of 
the 1840s and beyond.  And while authors may ultimately wish to shape the sphere of reception 
for their own works by doing so, they also fundamentally change the way that the visual arts are 
perceived and discussed.  Critics of early American studies must attend to these circulation 
fictions and their impetus while recognizing the unique material conditions under which authors 
and artists produced their works. 
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Chapter 2: "The Standard of Taste": Disseminating Aesthetics in the Early Republic 
 
 In the summer of 1819, the Philadelphia-based The Analectic Magazine republished a 
sizeable review of Thomas Campbell’s Specimens of the British Poets, itself a weighty seven-
volume collection of history and commentary on British poets of note.  The article originally 
appeared in the April 1819 issue of The British Critic, a quarterly British magazine founded in 
1793 as a platform for conservative Anglican thought but which had since become a prolific 
publisher of book reviews.  The unnamed critic provided an overall complementary review and 
survey of Campbell’s “very elegant edition,” which would go on to achieve a modicum of 
popularity and a second printing in Philadelphia in 1855.
27
  Though suspicious of Campbell’s 
ability to critique fellow poets without sounding “too poetical,” the critic complemented his 
ability to tackle as dense a topic as the history of British poetry “lightly and gracefully.”28  It is 
certainly a surprise in the midst of the gentle praise that the critic chose to take emphatic issue 
with Campbell on the topic of Spenser: 
We can by no means agree with Mr. Campbell, in calling Spenser the ‘Rubens of English 
Poetry,’ no two styles, as far as we can compare the sister arts, appear to us to be more 
dissimilar.  The colouring of Rubens is vivid, dazzling, and diversified; splitting his 
pictures into a variety of parts, and never permitting the eye to repose itself.  The tints of 
the poet of the Faerie Queene, are soft, melting, and harmonized; and taking each book as 
a separate painting, every touch heightens the general effect, and contributes to the 
beauty of the whole.  In the Flemish artist, for the most part, his stories are well told, but 
his separate component figures are far from pleasing; the powers of Spenser lie in a 
directly opposite direction; his general design is faulty in the extreme, and his story 
impossible in execution; yet nothing in poetry can go beyond the exquisite delicacy of 
each detached scene, and the happy conception of individual character.  He is, indeed, a 
‘painter who makes us forget the defect of his design by the magic of his colouring;’…If 
we still doubt that Spenser and Reubens [sic] are to be assigned to different schools, let 
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28 Ibid., 112, 113. 
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us pause but for a moment on the perfection of grace and dignity in Una, or in Britomart, 
and then turn to one of the fleshy and abdominus vrows in the judgment of Paris.
29
 
 
Campbell’s comparison of Spenser to Rubens is fleeting; the metaphor does not recur in the text, 
and the impulse to compare the figures does not stem from a striking aesthetic similarity between 
each figure but a certain fecundity and proliferation of detail in Spenser’s finest scenes.30  But 
the critic chose to interpret the comparison as formal, a comparison of the technical attributes of 
each work, which, as the critic attempted to demonstrate, cannot be brought to bear “as far as we 
can compare the sister arts.”31  The critic imagined the tints and visual composition of The 
Faerie Queene, the beauty of each painted scene, and critiques Rubens’ execution of narratives 
in the figures of “fleshy and abdominus vrows.”32  The critic highlighted the moral superiority of 
Spenser’s virtuous, virginal female characters by distinguishing between the soft coloring that 
might portray them and the contrasting “vivid” tones used for Rubens’ sexualized female forms.  
A similar comparison occurred at the level of narrative, with Rubens declared a tolerable, if less 
subtle storyteller than Spenser.  Ultimately, the critic concurred with Campbell that Spenser is a 
certain kind of painter, magical and pleasingly moral, but not the same sort of painter as Rubens. 
The critic’s easy alliance between author and artist, and between the formal methods of 
production of art and literature, leads to the question of how far the relationship between the 
“sister arts” extends in the early nineteenth century.  It further raises questions about whether a 
standard vocabulary was developing in the nineteenth century, and whether this vocabulary 
consistently described literature in terms of the visual arts.  The degree to which this vocabulary 
reflects a critical methodology or simply operates as a rhetorical flourish is also unclear.  More 
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32 Ibid., 116. 
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important to this study is the question of who was actually consuming these critical texts and 
whether the vocabularies therein were subsequently reproduced within regionally specific 
discourses, such as the discourses related to the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts.  
Whether institutions such as the Pennsylvania Academy imagined themselves participating in 
national or transnational discourses on art is also relevant to this question because the answer 
indicates how broadly these institutions conceived of their audiences.  How did art institutions 
position themselves strategically within their rather amorphous marketplace and in response to 
the desires of an audience yet to be defined in its scope? 
 The article itself gives us some cues to possible answers to these questions.  The critic 
was attentive to the degree to which Campbell uses poetic language, noting his “involuntary 
bursts of inspiration” as obtuse but adequately tempered with “sound research, good taste, and 
correct criticism.”33  Campbell’s reference to Spenser could be further evidence of poetic 
associations gone awry, and the critic’s more detailed intervention into the metaphor evidence of 
an established mode of employing the language of art to understand literature.  There was clearly 
to the critic’s mind a correct and incorrect way to use the former to explicate the latter.  The 
degree to which we can address the critic’s comparison as evidence of a critical methodology is 
potentially determined by its pervasiveness in the press.  But what is also apparent in the critic’s 
analysis of Campbell is an implicit understanding of the critical apparatus of Romanticism, 
which, most broadly stated, values the “bursts of inspiration” and intermingling of artistic forms 
that the critic tries to codify into a succinct comparison of Spenser and Rubens.  
 It is little wonder that Spenser was an easy figure for both Campbell and the unnamed 
critic to envision as a painter; scenes from The Faerie Queene were frequently and profitably 
portrayed in the early part of the nineteenth century on both sides of the Atlantic, providing 
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many familiar examples of how Spenser’s work could be interpreted through illustration and 
reinscribed through a variety of visual media.
34
  Among the literary theorists and poets of early 
nineteenth-century Britain, Spenser’s poetics were inscribed as genre-blending and fundamental 
to the development of Romantic theory.
35
  But even if there is little doubt of the importance of 
the critical debate to the British Critic’s audience, I contend that the comparison is not equally as 
apparent in Philadelphia in the early part of the nineteenth century.  The relationship between art 
and literature in the early Republic was not clearly braced by the boundaries of a cohesive 
aesthetic theory like Romanticism.  The literary genre of American art criticism was sparse and 
difficult to parse in the early nineteenth century, multivocal yet lacking an established 
vocabulary and set of conventions for describing the visual arts.  But, despite these difficulties, 
the development of American art criticism does offer scholars the valuable opportunity to 
understand how an American critical discourse develops in conjunction with cultural institutions 
and a rapidly expanding, if not national, print network.
36
  We can also begin to define the 
boundaries between the “sister arts” through the pairings of art and literature that pepper early art 
criticism and related literary forms.  Ultimately, how Americans were able to talk about and 
respond to art in text reflects the timbre of not only conversations concerning the relationship 
between aesthetics and national ardor, a well-trod area of study among art and literary historians 
alike, but also how a concept of aesthetics developed in America through the expansion of 
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comingling discourses across literary and visual genres.
37
  While scholars have critically 
examined the development of American rhetoric and its impact on political ideology and literary 
form, the same attention has not been granted to the rhetoric associated with American art in the 
early Republic.
38
  After even a cursory examination of the archive of American periodical and 
pamphlet sources to draw from, it is perhaps little wonder why.  William H. Gerdts, the 
preeminent historian of art rhetoric in America, identifies the development of “specialized art 
journalism” as a mid-nineteenth century phenomenon, though he does note that intermittent 
efforts prior to this consolidation of rhetoric, especially on the topic of art institutions such as the 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, are significant.
39
  While Gerdts’ trajectory follows the 
rise of the specialized art periodical in America, his assessment also reflects a recognizable yet 
difficult to parse discord among early critics over the terminology used to describe art and the 
narrative structure which organizes it.   
Christopher Diller recognizes the lack of critical attention given to art criticism in early 
and antebellum America as disciplinary, indicative of reluctance to define the rhetoric of 
                                                             
37 Sarah Burns’ Painting the Dark Side: Art and the Gothic Imagination in Nineteenth-Century America (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 2006) and John Davis’ The Landscape of Belief: Encountering the Holy Land in 
Nineteenth-Century American Art and Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996) both engage with 
how artists imported established visual rhetoric to dramatize cultural progress and upheaval in the United States.  
Bryan Jay Wolf’s foundational Romantic Re-Vision: Culture and Consciousness in Nineteenth-Century American 
Painting and Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982) challenged scholars to bring the visual arts 
and its narrative counterparts, both literary and cultural, into critical dialogue. David C. Miller’s collection, 
American Iconology: New Approaches to Nineteenth-Century Art and Literature (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1995) presented a series of essays that drew together the productions of visual artists and authors with respect 
to aesthetic acculturation. 
 
38
 See Jay Fliegelman, Declaring Independence: Jefferson, Natural Language, and the Culture of Performance 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993); Christopher Looby, Voicing America: Language, Literary Form, 
and the Origins of the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Cathy Davidson, Revolution and 
the Word: the Rise of the Novel in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
 
39 William H. Gerdts, “’Chicago is Rushing Past Everything’: The Rise of American Art Journalism in the Midwest, 
from the Development of the Railroad to the Chicago Fire,” The American Art Journal 27.1/2 (1995-1996) 39, 40.  
21 
 
Romanticism in the United States among literary scholars.
40
  The influence of British and 
continental Romanticism on American literature and art theory was long and extensive, with the 
primary point of contention being whether Romanticism can be identified as a cohesive 
discourse in America.  Romantic discourse obscured the elements of textual production that the 
current criticism on early American literature values; it privileged the authority of a few, gifted 
voices over the cacophony of the masses, it valued the intellectual production of works while 
passing over the means of their production, and it imagined cohesive and universal aesthetic 
values for art while largely envisioning the universal transmission of such ideas and ignoring 
artistic production that fell outside of such standards.
41
  And while critics of American literature 
and art have done much to problematize these standards of discourse, Romanticism remains an 
antiquated critical stumbling block in American literary studies, replaced with a cultural studies 
approach that better accounts for the range of artistic production in the early United States but 
which must still consider the residual language and beliefs of Romanticism circulating in 
American periodicals and evident in art institutions. 
In this chapter, I consider how the critical discourse on art in the early Republic develops 
through a close examination of documents responding to the institutionalization of the fine arts in 
Philadelphia at the outset of the nineteenth century.  I focus on publications emerging in 
Philadelphia for the majority of my work, including Joseph Dennie’s Port Folio, to consider how 
venues of publication differed in their approaches to describing and evaluating art for the 
institutions and audiences at hand.  I further consider institutional responses to the problematic 
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and discordant critical dialogue through the publications of the Society of American Artists and 
the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts.  Close attention to a limited number of texts allows 
me to identify and define the critical terminology significant to the developing dialogue on the 
American visual arts as well as better describe the multivalent definitions of terms common to 
discussions of art, such as “taste” and “beauty.”  Ultimately, I argue that the documents produced 
in response to the Annual Exhibitions of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts demonstrate 
an abrupt shift in the way that institutions and critics alike respond to the growing influence of 
continental Romanticism on American artists and theorists, and give contemporary critics of 
early nineteenth-century literary genres a productive way to theorize how Romanticism changes 
the relationship between the visual arts and literature in the early Republic. 
 
Foundational Discourses 
The Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts came about as a venture between citizens 
and artists determined to create an institution in Philadelphia that would display art for the 
benefit of public entertainment and cultivation.
42
  As William Dunlap, the foremost American 
historian of art in the early nineteenth century, recounted: “In 1805, Jos. Hopkinson, Esq., 
stimulated by a view of the casts executed in Paris from the antique, which were in possession of 
the New-York Academy, and, by his own taste and patriotism, proposed to several gentleman of 
Philadelphia the establishment of a similar institution.”43  In the 200-year retrospective catalogue 
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published by the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Stephen May is quick to identify and 
give credit to one of the gentlemen unnamed by Dunlap: Charles Willson Peale.  Peale’s first 
attempt to organize an art institution came in 1794, with the inception and quick failure of the 
Columbianum.
44
  The nationalist impulses are clear in the organization’s name, and the desire to 
provide gallery goers with a broad and practical education in the arts, demonstrated by the 
literature produced in conjunction with the founding of the institution and the first Annual 
Exhibition, reflects Peale’s institutional goals for his museum.45  The fledgling Academy held its 
first show, consisting exclusively of Greek and Roman casts imported from France, in 1807 and 
its first Annual Exhibition in 1811 in conjunction with the Society of Artists of the United States, 
a Philadelphia-based artists’ collective founded in 1810.    
The Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts circulated a number of texts in the years 
immediately following its inception, including copies of its bylaws, annual addresses, and annual 
exhibition guides, printed neatly and with increasing flourish as the institution advanced.   Joseph 
Hopkinson delivered the first annual address to the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts on 
November 13, 1810.
46
  The address consisted of a series of civic-minded recommendations, or, 
as Hopkinson refers to his presentation, “mere hints and sketches,” focused on the increasing 
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success and developing civic purpose of the Academy in its five years extant.
47
  Hopkinson 
emphasized the need for each member to recall his “serious duty” to maintain an institution 
suited to “providing an innocent, an interesting, and a dignified source of pleasure” for the 
benefit of Philadelphians and those visiting the exhibitions from different locales.
48
  The gallery 
of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts could serve as a space to both delight patrons and 
keep them from less-savory forms of entertainment, thus preserving the innocence and 
promoting the cultivation of any patrons who experienced and enjoyed the shows. 
To complement this point, Hopkinson insisted that any individual possessing the 
competencies of “sight, sensibility, and judgment” was capable of cultivating some sensibility 
for aesthetic judgment, or taste.
49
  Following the dicta of the Scottish Enlightenment thinker 
Henry House, Lord Kames, Hopkinson championed the artistic sensibilities of the populace, who 
might have been in want of some training and exposure to the arts, but who were able to cultivate 
sensitivity to artwork of quality just as easily as their professionalized counterparts.
50
  Popularity, 
in Hopkinson’s estimation, was the ultimate marker of the value of a piece of art, music, or 
literature, and popularity was not something that could be artificially generated by a critic or 
patron of the arts.  Says Hopkinson:  
It is, indeed, so far from being true, that men, in general, are not competent to judge of 
the productions of the fine arts, that it is by public judgment their merit or demerit is 
finally established.  This is the tribunal before which they stand or fall; and, generally 
speaking, it is not only impartial, but just and correct.  Public opinion has, in more 
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instances than one, triumphed over critics and connoisseurs, and the triumph has been 
sanctioned by time and experience.
51
  
 
The confidence which Hopkinson expressed in the average viewer’s ability to understand and 
interpret the fine arts, and the confidence that the institution itself granted its gallery show 
audience, held currency in Philadelphia until at least 1836, which marked the publication of The 
Philadelphia Book; or specimens of metropolitan literature.  The portion of Hopkinson’s address 
referencing the socially beneficial aspects of the fine arts, including references to Lord Kames, 
was the only piece on the fine arts to be included in the anthology.   
In light of the lingering significance of Hopkinson’s confidence in public taste, it is 
perhaps surprising that his most significant predictor of the future success of the fine arts in 
Philadelphia was not the character of its populace but its ability to print and circulate texts.  Not 
only did the presence of more sophisticated printing methods and wider distribution markets 
promise jobs for engravers and more marketing opportunities for prints, but was a material 
marker of the growing wealth in the Philadelphia area and its ability to produce all of the 
components of a printed work internally (17).  For Hopkinson, the increasing circulation of 
printed materials in Philadelphia, and America more generally, was symbolic of the 
independence and intellectual diversity that America had achieved post-Revolution. Says 
Hopkinson:  
It is scarcely credible, but it is true, or as nearly so as any reasonable computation can 
make it, that in the year 1786 the whole annual amount of printing of every description 
done in this city, including the newspapers, did not exceed five hundred octavo volumes; 
and that now, in the year 1810, it is not less than five hundred thousand.  Can we then, 
patiently, hear it said that such a city, that such a country is too much in its infancy to 
aspire to an academy of the fine arts? (18 – 9)  
 
 Hopkinson defended the growing institution against its detractors, whom Hopkinson identified 
to be unnamed British critics, by offering evidence of the city and nation’s growing ability to 
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print and circulate texts.  Hopkinson even footnoted his production figure of five hundred 
thousand octavo volumes with further evidence of Philadelphia’s expanding print capacity: 
“Since the delivery of this discourse, I have received information that authorizes me to double 
this number” (19).  For Hopkinson, the expansion of print technology was clearly a barometer of 
the advancement of culture in America more broadly.  But Hopkinson’s implicit assertion was 
that the growing number of print consumers in Philadelphia could also be consumers of the 
visual arts; readers could be made viewers.  The Academy engaged the print marketplace to this 
end, producing articles, discourses, and even portions of gallery guides formatted for 
reproduction in The Port Folio written in approachable prose for the benefit of its readership.
52
  
Hopkinson and the founders of the institution anticipated that audiences were more likely to view 
art if it had first been situated in an approachable interpretive narrative, or interpolated into a 
familiar story.  This approach to disseminating art-focused texts came not only to support the 
institution’s increasingly impressive holdings in American narrative art, but also to enfranchise 
casual viewers and patrons through the gradual development of an art vocabulary in the press.
53
 
The format of the museum guide printed to accompany the First Annual Exhibition of the 
Society of Artists of the United States (1811) reflected Hopkinson’s impulse to gently 
acculturate novice audiences to the basics of the fine arts in a variety of popular subjects.  The 
show featured a substantial collection of casts and prints rendered from the works of 
Shakespeare, the result of a gift of a series of works from Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery 
purchased by Robert White.
54
  The catalogue demarcated the paintings available for sale at the 
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show with an asterisk and provided a directory of American artists who displayed their work at 
the show, including a street address listing for Philadelphia-based artists.  The guide frequently 
made use of short quips from Shakespeare’s works as well as from Plutarch and Pope to caption 
appropriate pictures, and extensive descriptions accompanied the notes to the antiquities gallery, 
where casts of familiar works, such as the Apollo Belvedere, the Pythian Apollo, and the 
Laocoon, were available for viewing.
55
  The descriptions provided some dramatic context to the 
statuary, but also guided the reader through the interpretive process, as in the case of the Venus 
de Medici: “Is here represented as just from the sea.  Her divinely graceful form is 
unembarrassed by drapery, her hair collected behind, displays the beauties of her polished neck, 
and her head gently inclines to the left, as smiling affably…”56  The language used to describe 
the form of the statuary was approachable and familiar, and did much to explain the dramatic 
action of statues such as the Gladiator Borghese, which, thanks to breaks and dismemberment 
over time, strikes out at an invisible combatant with a long lost weapon.  The catalogue itself 
bore the epigram “Dare to have sense yourselves” from Alexander Pope’s Prologue to Addison’s 
Cato, encouraging patrons to peruse the galleries with confidence in their own perceptions and, 
for a twenty-five cent fee, to reap the didactic benefits of the catalogue itself. 
The catalogue clearly sought to communicate the basic tenets of art to a wide audience of 
viewers and consumers, with a focus on pieces that had been established to be of public benefit 
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in other galleries.  Gallery goers were meant to learn primary lessons about the interpretation of 
art from the casts in the Antiquities Gallery, which received the most attention in the catalogue.  
All works of note were accompanied with descriptions of the history of the figure or figures 
portrayed in the statue and some, like the Venus de Medici, were accompanied by interpretive 
notes.  The passage dedicated to the Torso of the Belvedere contained brief reference to 
Winkelmann and his reading of the statue as portraying the apotheosis of Hercules, but all other 
notes omitted reference to specific art critics and theorists (25).  The most commonly used term 
to describe each work was by far “beautiful,” as in a statue of a young Apollo: “This statue is 
naked, and is supposed to hold his Lyre in his left hand.  This beautiful little figure, in Parian 
marble, is done in fine style” (27).  The catalogue did not provide the reader with a history of the 
figure of Apollo in this instance, having already recounted it in a lengthy description of the 
Apollo Belvedere, but did note briefly that the term “fine” reflected the statue’s composition and 
“beautiful” applied to its overall form, including its material of composition.  Statues that lacked 
the extensive pedigree of the Laocoon and the Torso of the Belvedere consistently bore the 
moniker of “beautiful” – the Grecian Cupid was described as “beautiful” twice in the course of a 
short paragraph – whereas the more famous works occasionally bore reference to their “grand” 
style or offered no aesthetic description at all (ibid.). 
These descriptions of the Antiquities collection at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine 
Arts had been circulating as early as 1807, when it accompanied the first display of casts 
sponsored by the Academy and was subsequently reprinted in The Port Folio under the category 
of “Miscellany,” provided by a unnamed critic simply referred to as a “Lady.”57  The Port Folio 
provided a brief introduction to the captions that emphasized the need for interpretive narratives 
when viewing the collection.  As stated in the editorial note: “A collection of statues and busts 
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has been made, but while wondering Curiosity gazed at polished marble, liberal Curiosity asked 
for the history of the sculpture and an explanation of his objects” (369).  The unnamed critic 
provided both descriptions of the Antiquities collection and more protracted historical comments 
about a collection of historical busts housed at the gallery, which were also reprinted in the 1811 
catalogue.  Although the catalogue did not acknowledge the earlier printing of the descriptions, 
their presence in circulation before the show, by popular mandate of the gallery-going audience, 
further affirms the role of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts as an organization formed 
to educate the willing and curious populace on the history of the fine arts.  It reaffirmed the 
connection made by Joseph Hopkinson between an increasingly broad and active body of 
publications in Philadelphia and the cultivation of the fine arts therein; here, a publication 
independent of the Academy put forth an extensive guide in support of it, even wishing for 
“…the prosperity of an institution whose basis is utility, and whose pillars are taste and 
magnificence” (ibid.).58  But most insistently it affirmed the necessity of text to explicate art, 
which, without the benefit of historical insight and description, was simply pretty marble or 
plaster to its audience.  If a piece was to be “beautiful” beyond a cursory glance, it must be 
described, historicized, and interpreted through text. 
Despite this seemingly clear call for description and context when viewing artwork, the 
majority of the works named in the catalogue for the First Annual Exhibition lacked descriptions.  
While the portrayals of Shakespeare were accompanied a few lines of text from their 
corresponding plays, none provided descriptions of the formal elements of the work, as if the 
presentation was an anticipated illustration of a familiar scene.  More notably, the catalogue 
contained very few explications of artworks portraying American scenes or figures.  While 
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works produced by Americans but set in historic Rome or Greece may have been briefly glossed 
by a few lines of Horace or Homer, works such as A View of Frederic Town, Maryland and 
Birch’s View on the Schuylkill received no description.  A number of portraits were accompanied 
by no elaboration beyond naming the gender and social status of the sitter, as demonstrated by 
the thirteen works entitled Portrait of a Gentleman in the American collection alone, or 
potentially a brief elaboration on the position of the sitter, as in Portrait of a Child, full length. 
The only works of American art that received elaboration in the catalogue were works that 
portray Continental or ancient battle scenes and a series of elevations of monuments featuring 
American historical figures styled in Greek Revival architecture executed by the French-born 
architect Maximilian Godefroy.
59
   Works referencing antiquities were more consistently 
described and discussed in the catalogue and were presented as the most enriching works to 
understand through experience and prose.  Greek and Roman antiquities were not only the most 
fundamental examples of beauty, grace, and valor that the academy was able to display, but the 
foundation of a nascent national aesthetic.  Despite this investment in classical art, clear, 
unanswered questions persisted about how “beautiful” artworks could come to shape a uniquely 
American aesthetic experience, and how vocabulary could be cultivated that allowed American 
audiences to conceptualize and discuss artwork deviating from classical strictures.  
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Imparting American Art  
The Academy’s Second Annual Exhibition (1812) presented an almost entirely new 
collection of artwork created by American luminaries and novices alike.
60
  The Society’s ability 
to bring in so many new pieces, many available for sale, attested to the success of the premier 
exhibition as well as the unified commitment of the Society of Artists and the Pennsylvania 
Academy of the Fine Arts to promote the work of a variety of American artists.  In contrast to the 
1811 catalogue, the 1812 edition lacked the notable focus on antiquities of its predecessor, and 
described and discussed several, notable pieces of American art.  At times, catalogue passages 
dedicated to American works served to both elaborate upon them and to advertise subscriptions 
to fund proposed engravings of the works.  Such was the case with J. J. Barralett’s First Landing 
of Columbus, New World and Thomas Sully’s Capture of Major André, which were intended to 
“…form a part of a series of engravings, to be selected from the most important and interesting 
subjects in American history.”61  Each engraving advertisement was preceded by a lengthy 
historical description of the scene, taken from William Robertson and William Gordon’s 
volumes on American history respectively.
62
  The text served to validate the historical relevance 
of the originals and subsequent engravings and allowed viewers to confirm the accuracy of the 
artist’s interpretation of events themselves rather than to comment on the composition of the 
work itself, which is valued primarily for its verisimilitude.  To a similar end, the catalogue 
contained passages elaborating on the perspectives of architectural elevations and clarifying the 
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method of production for select works, such as a dramatic bas relief and a set of wooden tables 
with a faux marble finish.  Each passage demystified the illusion of scale, depth, and medium 
created by the works in order to provide an accurate description of the works’ composition.  The 
text not only informed the reader of unfamiliar techniques, but established its own veracity by 
setting forth descriptions of logical processes, the ends of which were visible through the artwork 
on display. 
But the catalogue also began to take steps, albeit halting, toward pairing works of art with 
texts that did not simply elaborate on the composition of the work or the scene a work sought to 
present.   Select pairings of art and text created a new frame of reference for the work at hand by 
establishing a mood or elaborating on an affective relationship with the work’s subject or 
audience.  These texts were typically short selections of poetry, such as the few lines 
accompanying Gilbert Stuart’s full length portrait of Washington: “First of heroes, best of men! / 
We ne’er shall look upon his like again!”63  The couplet echoed its point of origin, Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet, as well as any number of commemorative monuments and eulogies that borrowed the 
familiar final phrase to honor Washington or any number of deceased public figures.
64
  In this 
way, the lines recalled not only the figure of Washington himself, but the act of commemorating 
him publically, confirming his status as a public icon at a moment when the Pennsylvania 
Academy of the Fine Arts had recently criticized the dearth of public monuments dedicated to 
Washington.
65
  In the case of Thomas Sully’s Lady of the Lake, the catalogue featured a couplet 
from the Sir Walter Scott poem on which the painting was based: “In listening mood, she seem’d 
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to stand / The Guardian Naiad of the strand.”66  The couplet recalled Scott’s lengthy work 
without summarizing its key elements or providing an extensive description of the scene which 
Sully sought to portray; instead, it highlighted the ethereal quality that Sully’s figure was meant 
to demonstrate and the quiet, thoughtful mood the painting was meant to evoke in the viewer. 
 Perhaps the most notable of these pairings was an unattributed work entitled Crossing the 
Brook, which is accompanied by a short poem in its entirety.
67
  The work on display was most 
likely William Say’s 1803 mezzotint of the British artist Henry Thomson’s painting of the same 
name, which featured the poem printed below the image.
68
  The mezzotint presented a 
sentimental vignette of a mother helping her small child across a brook, and the accompanying 
poem, composed from the point of view of the mother, narrated the scene: 
 But one step more, be not in haste; 
 This stone’s as slippery as the last; 
 Step cautiously – the danger’s past; 
  Now we’ll trudge homeward cheerily; 
 You’ll tell your brothers where you’ve been, 
 And what you’ve done, and what you’ve seen; 
 How gay the fair was on the green, 
  And how the day pass’d merrily.69 
 
The poem expands upon the story which the mezzotint is only able to imply; it emphasizes the 
domesticity of the scene with references to home and family, and provides a narrative trajectory 
for the scene, suspending the action portrayed in the mezzotint between a visit to a fair and the 
inevitable return home.  Here, the textual accompaniment to the mezzotint creates a story to be 
shared with the child’s “brothers” and invites further intervention into the story as to what may 
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constitute a “day pass’d merrily” between a young mother and child.  Undoubtedly intended for 
domestic décor, the mezzotint and poem provided a framing narrative for domestic life.  In the 
context of the catalogue, the poem was left to stand in for the visual composition of the 
mezzotint, perhaps relegating the visual elements of the composition to an illustration of the 
dominant principle expressed in verse. With attention to the subject of the work, the significance 
perhaps rested in the emotional impact that the composition was able to impart, regardless of the 
medium, linguistic or visual.  The composition represented a new way of relating text to image 
within the context of the Society of Artists show, albeit arising from a British work. The 
catalogue more broadly demonstrated an impetus to relate art to text in more diverse ways than 
the 1811 catalogue was able to execute.  It raised the possibility of more diverse textual 
responses to art in the future, a point that was not lost on the Philadelphia press. 
 The July and August 1812 issues of The Port Folio featured a lengthy, two-part review of 
the show authored by a critic identified as “G. M.”  The magazine underwent something of a 
format change prescribed by its editor, Joseph Dennie, in 1809.  Dennie sought to convert the 
formerly politically-focused periodical into a literary journal responding to both American and 
British works of note.  Critics have debated the degree to which the magazine was able to 
withdraw from the politics of the early Republic; while William Charvat casts the shift as a 
positive move towards making the magazine a valuable source of textual criticism, William C. 
Dowling contends that The Port Folio simply alters the focus of its politics after the format shift, 
subsequently focusing on the politics of textual circulation and the cultivation of a public 
sphere.
70
  With the passing of Dennie in 1812, the magazine began to position itself as a literary 
journal focused on American productions.  In the wake of such shifts, The Port Folio found itself 
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attempting to establish a critical voice, primarily published anonymously or under obscure 
monikers, at the same moment the Philadelphia Academy of the Fine Arts and the Society of 
Artists were attempting to jointly produce an exhibition that would fittingly display and market 
American art of the time period.  G. M.’s critique of the 1812 show reflected concerns about 
defining and shaping an audience for art criticism and cultivating taste within the magazine’s 
potentially shifting readership. 
From the perspective of a cultural critic looking back on the history of the Pennsylvania 
Academy of the Fine Arts, the article is invaluable.  G. M. gives a thorough description of the 
gallery layout and reviews works in a variety of media, from featured paintings and drawings to 
miniatures, needlepoint, and wax fruit.  His review demonstrates the breadth of work that the 
1812 show attracted, and while the majority of the critic’s remarks are dedicated to familiar 
forms of “high art” –  paintings and sculpture – the critic also praised both the efforts of 
affordable engravers for pioneering a “truly useful branch of the arts” and the artistic ingenuity 
of one Mrs. Eddowes, who displayed a needlepoint executed in black silk on a white satin 
background that mimicked the look of an engraving to “…a very natural and pleasing effect.”71  
The majority of the text was dedicated to analysis of works of note featured in the show, but G. 
M. also composed the review to offer redress for what the critic identified as a lack of texts 
produced in response to the exhibit despite its popularity: “The lovers of the fine arts have 
anxiously looked to our journals and literary periodical publications, for some critical remarks on 
an establishment not only novel in this country, but also extremely important, both as it relates to 
the improvement of public taste, and advancement of the arts; combining at the same time, useful 
instruction with the most refined, and rational amusement.”72  The critic’s sentiments clearly 
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reflected Hopkinson’s 1810 address and the civic value of art that the Pennsylvania Academy of 
the Fine Arts had the responsibility to institutionalize.  G. M. went on to identify the source of 
this shortage of productive criticism as a reticence on the part of critics to develop commentaries 
on art that involved anything other than vague and indiscriminate praise.  Quoting Hume, G. M. 
asserted that “’No criticism can be very useful which descends not into particulars, and is not full 
of examples and illustrations’” (ibid.). 
 But why would art critics have avoided specific description and elaboration?  G. M. 
admitted that there were few people well-versed enough on the principles of art currently in the 
position to provide critiques of art without the intrusion of unnecessary bias, announcing the 
need for a professional class of critics unattached to the production of art to take on the task.  But 
the problem was, on a much more fundamental level, linguistic: 
Artists, from the nature of their studies, are seldom able to attain those literary 
acquirements, necessary to express their ideas to the best advantage: and literary men 
deal too much in technical terms, which they seldom understand, and often misapply; 
their criticisms on the fine are frequently too learned for general comprehension.  Italian 
and French terms are no doubt proper in Italy and France, but in this country it is 
believed the English language will be found copious enough to express every idea on the 
subject…In this country, the great mass of the people are well informed.  The basis of 
taste and criticism is common sense. (19) 
 
In this passage, G. M. lamented the state of critical language, which lacked the ability to 
communicate to an art-consuming audience by virtue of being either too obscure or too 
imprecise.  The faults of criticism seem to stem from a professional division between those who 
had the skills to create art but lacked the training to describe it and those who had the training to 
interpret art but could not communicate its virtues and shortcomings in a dialect that appealed to 
an American readership.  The national inflection in G. M.’s appraisal was apparent; not only 
were Americans seeking a critical language that avoided overdependence on continental art 
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philosophy and its erudite vocabulary, they were seeking a criticism founded on the 
Enlightenment ideal of “common sense,” as if overthrowing the tyranny of European aesthetic 
vocabularies and ideologies.  Instead, G. M. proposed modeling Greece’s rise to aesthetic 
greatness: 
There is no doubt that the rapid rise and progress of the arts in Greece, and the superlative 
degree of excellence to which they arrived in so short a period, in those little republics, 
was owing more to the good sense, polished manners, and unbiased opinions of the 
citizens in general, than to the extraordinary talents and wealth of individuals; a 
circumstance that gives us every reason to hope, that the good sense and natural 
unvitiated taste of our citizens, are not liable to be corrupted by affected connoisseurs; 
and that our artists, instead of servilely imitating the works of European masters, will 
boldly pursue the same course as the ancient Grecians, who had nature only for their 
model, and genius for their guide. (ibid.) 
 
G. M.’s idealized portrait of the development of the arts in Greece stemmed from Greece’s 
ideological connection with the roots of American democracy, but from the standpoint of 
aesthetic development, it also represented a language and culture allowed to develop in isolation, 
benefiting from the collective consciousness of its people.  In G. M.’s estimation, original 
aesthetic development shaped participants into productive citizens, and, to this end, aesthetic 
language should be not only the vehicle by which citizens are refined, but also the determinant of 
original and valuable art which could benefit the progress of a nation. 
 Of course, the implicit question following such a treatise is how a critical approach 
designed to speak to the American people appears in practice.  G. M. provided a series of short 
critical appraisals of works appearing in the exhibition that served to illustrate these intellectual 
points, and the results are surprising.  His recommendation for Rembrandt Peale, upon viewing 
his Roman Daughter (1811), was “…to look at the works of Cipriani, and other Italian artists, 
particularly as it regards the flowing elegance and easy disposition of drapery” (20).  The critic’s 
pronouncement to consult Italian art as an antidote for the shortfalls of American drapery seems 
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anomalous considering the great lengths to which G. M. went to demonstrate the benefits of 
cultural isolation in his example of Greek aesthetic development.  It raises the question of 
whether critical discourse is nationally inflected in a way that artistic productions are not.  Is 
good execution of artistic technique universally laudable (and, more to the point, imitable)?   
G. M.’s insertion of a short review of a Rubens painting, which the critic excused as a 
“…production…so exquisitely fine, as to plead and excuse for deviating something from our 
plans” of presenting reviews of exclusively American works, seemingly indicates just this (23).73 
The critic described the work in glowing terms: “The fine composition, diversity of the passions, 
natural and easy attitudes of the figures, correctness of drawing, elegance of drapery, harmony of 
colouring, judicious disposition of light and shade, render this picture one of the most perfect 
productions of art that we have ever seen.  It does not appear to possess a single fault, and really 
seems to be the ne plus ultra of painting” (23 – 4).  Again, G. M. appears to disavow established 
critical praxis here; G. M. identified a Flemish work by a master artist as the pinnacle of painting 
and described it in terms that deviate, at least momentarily, from English.  But perhaps it is more 
fruitful to consider the terms which G. M. set forth as reflecting the quality of this (or potentially 
any other) artwork.  The compositional terminology was straightforward; G. M. even demurred 
from using the familiar Italian term chiaroscuro in favor of “judicious disposition of light and 
shade” (24).  The terminology made clear that compositional balance, faithful representation of 
human figures, and balanced employment of color and light were all virtues in paintings.  The 
portability of this basic collection of terms was slowly made clear through the course of G. M.’s 
critiques.  For instance, an attentive reader of the critique of Sully’s Lady of the Lake will note 
that the painting’s first identified fault, that the “figure of the lady is by far too large,” negates 
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the possibility of proper compositional balance in the work (21).  As G. M. further identified 
improper uses of perspective in the work, from the perceived insufficiency of depth in the 
representation of the lake to the difficulty of identifying the source of light in the painting, the 
reader was able to easily identify such faults as related to the original issue of compositional 
balance, and, if unable to clearly discuss or delineate such faults for her- or himself, could at 
least categorize them with other, related compositional aspects of the work.  While the quality of 
artistic productions transgressed national boundaries, the language used to describe the qualities 
and values of art seemingly remained local, the parlance of a select national or regional group of 
readers and viewers. 
G. M. also critiqued Sully’s painting as lacking “a close observance of nature,” which in 
context referenced the proper visual elements of a Scottish Highlands landscape, but which came 
to include any sort of perceived deviation from the reality of a landscape or scene (21).  The 
critic went as far as to privilege the work of a novice landscape artist, T. Lawrence of Burlington, 
VT, over the work of more technically adept artists because of his dedication to capturing nature 
as it is rather than styling it to complement other elements of a work.  Says G. M.: “We had 
rather see a simple stump of a tree, with whatever weeds may happen to surround it, painted 
faithfully from nature, than the sublime garret views of cataracts, cloud, and mountains, painted 
by the trading artist or travelling amateur” (27).  According to G. M., nature is a compositional 
element in a work that can only be captured by the artist who chooses to experience it, rather 
than through reproducible techniques available to jobbing artists designing works for quick 
consumption.  Experience also enabled critics and amateur viewers alike to determine the proper 
portrayal of nature in a work.  G. M. felt secure in sanctioning Sully for his portrayal of the 
Scottish Highlands because of direct experience with the region, experience that any individual 
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who had toured the “grand and romantic scenery in the highlands of Scotland” could freely claim 
(21).  Here education was far secondary to experience when judging the merits of aesthetic 
productions.  The result of viewing a well-executed natural scene, pleasure, was artless and 
unconditioned.  In this way, “natural” can be understood to be the most democratic of the 
aesthetic terms that G. M. sets forth; its portrayal and reception is dependent on a mutual 
familiarity with a landscape.  Yet one’s sensitivity to an accurate portrayal of nature may be 
predicated on how far and long the would-be critic had been able to travel. 
 The review concluded by lauding the success of the Society of Artists and emphasizing 
the democratic principles that had allowed it to flourish.  G. M. emphasized that political 
hierarchy was not a precursor for aesthetic institutions: “…this important fact is fully and 
satisfactorily established, that there are in every department of the fine arts, specimens of 
excellence exhibited by our infant institution, that will bear a fair comparison with those of the 
old establishments in Europe, that have been reared by the munificence of sovereigns, and now 
continue to flourish under the fostering sunshine of royal and imperial patronage.”74  The 
success of the Society of Artists retold the story of the United States’ revolutionary success and 
anticipation for growing political strength on a world stage: “It must be extremely gratifying to 
the patriotic lovers of the fine arts, to see a young institution, (consisting of artists and amateurs 
of our own country) founded on the most liberal principles, supported and cherished by an 
enlightened public.”75  The contrast between the italicized terms, from descriptors of a long-
established political legacy to verbs emphasizing the value of the visual arts to a democratic 
populace, argued for the vibrancy of the American response to the arts and the active interest that 
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the population of Philadelphia was taking in its emerging art institutions.  Involvement in these 
institutions was a measure of political support for the United States, then engaged in increasing 
political turmoil with Great Britain.
76
 
 But the inevitable question arises: if interest in the arts is tantamount to allegiance to the 
United States and its political causes, what is the role of the art critic?  To support the efforts of 
American artists?  To acculturate American patrons?  Despite early bravado, G. M. seemed to 
waver on this role by the close of the review.  G. M. emphasized that the motivation for the 
review was “…a love of truth, and a sincere desire to promote a chaste taste for the fine arts in 
our country.”77  In the final lines of the review, G. M. echoed the words of Hopkinson’s 
inaugural address, with a caveat: “The articles noticed in this review have been seen and 
examined by upwards of ten thousand persons, the greatest part of whom have doubtless formed 
opinions of their own, and it is not unfair to presume, that in matters of taste, the majority of 
polished society, must generally be correct in their judgment.”78  Taste begins to take on a new 
valence by the conclusion of G. M.’s review.  The language of G. M.’s explanation of the critic’s 
role is familiar; it is the language of moral absolutes, of definable, accessible truth.  But this truth 
was not accessible to all of the estimated ten-thousand visitors to the show.  Only those who 
demonstrated a certain level of refinement could express a legitimately unified opinion on a 
piece of artwork.  As for what “polishes” the public, certainly a familiarity with forms found in 
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nature and varied experience with artworks of different media contributed to the process of 
refinement.  But so too did the critic, who supplied a general readership with a vocabulary that 
could be employed to discuss and analyze the basic units of artistic composition.  The critic’s 
role, while still tentative and, at times, seemingly contradictory, appeared to increase in value 
over the course of this review, providing the promise of a future purpose for the critic as the 
influence of the Society and Academy increased. 
 The review for the 1813 Columbian Society of Artists (the incorporated nomenclature of 
the former Society of Artists) and Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, composed by a critic 
designated as “M.,” codified many of the principles put forth in the review of the 1812 
exhibition.
79
  The review initially emphasized the power of the developing nation as illustrated 
by the rapid development and expansion of the fine arts in the United States.  While M. conceded 
that the arts in the United States had not developed in cultural isolation, the critic was quick to 
denounce Europe and “the mad ambitions of old governments” as antiquated models for 
aesthetic production.
80
  M. pointedly critiqued the inclusion of a series of paintings by “old 
masters” that an American patron loaned to the exhibition, scoffing: “The object of painting is to 
represent nature.  Is nature to be viewed through the medium of old, cracked pictures? we [sic.] 
hope not…The progress and improvement of the arts in America, must not altogether depend on 
foreign productions” (125). Again, the term “nature” served as a counterpoint to the aesthetic 
traditions of Europe, and a convincing connection with nature was a hallmark of not only good 
art, but good American art.  In the 1813 review, nature was not used exclusively to refer to the 
portrayal of flora; the convincing portrayal of a male and female figures done in miniature, 
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executed by Benjamin Trott, which M. lauded as having captured “soul as well as body,” were 
described as “human nature dignified”  (132).  This alignment with nature became a point of 
comparison between the “sister arts.”  M. complemented a copy of the Scottish artist David 
Wilke’s Blind Fiddler for its harmonious and natural composition, which demonstrated a 
“simplicity” that made it appealing to an American aesthetic perspective as well as the right 
“…to hold that rank as a painter which Goldsmith holds as a poet and an author” (139).  But M. 
was less concerned with theorizing the interplay of art forms in America in this review than 
establishing a critical language, devoid of specialized terminology, to form a basis of 
communication between patrons, informed enthusiasts, and critics alike.  Said M.: “We are 
unacquainted with the cant of painters – we know nothing of their silver tones, carnation tints, 
golden, brazen, leaden, and iron hues – we have, however, compared the best works of the most 
distinguished artists with each other, and with the only true standard, NATURE, and we have 
found them all defective” (131).  This focus on vocabulary and intense scrutiny of how 
terminology enabled interpretation was accompanied by perhaps the most significant change in 
the review form from the 1812 exhibition to 1813: the presence of a dialogue between critics in 
the press.  
 M. took up the cause of Benjamin Trott, an artist that the critic felt was unnecessarily 
wronged in the press in association with a previous show at New York’s Academy of Fine Arts.  
M.’s retaliation against the charge that miniature painting is a feminized, ephemeral genre of 
artistic production was both lengthy and barbed.  “Ignorant,” “absurd,” “ludicrous,” laughable (a 
perusal of the review shall “…finally terminate in an involuntary burst of laughter”) are but a 
few of the approbations M. tossed at Trott’s detractor (135 – 6).  M. accused him of being both a 
poor critic and a poor reader, claiming the hapless critic could not identify the satire in a Peter 
44 
 
Pindar quip (134).  While M.’s diatribe was likely not intended to encourage civil conversation 
among critics, it does indicate that, to a growing degree, critics responded to each other’s 
published commentaries on art, and voiced provocative opinions on the quality of artistic 
productions.
81
  The impulse to develop a precise vocabulary for the purpose of periodical 
criticism stemmed from the necessity of being able to converse and respond to a growing number 
of voices publishing on art, an easily recognizable contrast to the gentle, didactic tone of the 
Antiquities guide published just a few years prior. 
The 1813 exhibition catalogue too sought to minimize discussion of technique, instead 
appealing to gallery goers by pairing artworks with descriptive narrations of the scenes they 
portray, at times accompanied by a brief advertisement indicating the availability of engravings 
of the work.
82
  The catalogue’s epigram, taken from William Shakespeare’s Winter’s Tale, 
echoed the interpretive methodology set forth by The Port Folio’s reviews: 
 “ --------- Nature is made better by no mean, 
 But Nature makes that mean: so, o’er that art, 
 Which…adds to Nature, is an art 
 That Nature makes --------- 
 --------- the art itself is Nature.”83 
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The resonance of the quotation is heightened by the dramatic conclusion of the play, which 
portrays the mysterious animation of a statue, in reality the long-exiled Queen of Sicilia, 
Hermione.  The transformation represents the ideal blend of art and nature: art imitates nature so 
closely as to be indistinguishable from reality.  Primarily owing to the inclusion of prominent 
pieces from Benjamin West and Charles Robert Leslie, the catalogue itself featured a good 
number of Shakespeare excerpts and quotations from assorted poetic works that served as 
accompaniment to the artworks.  Just as in the 1812 catalogue, these quotations set the scene of 
the painting or print by establishing a mood and the dynamics of the scene dramatized in the 
work.  But the epigram also expanded on the work of the quotations, aligning the interpretive 
work of the quotations with the paramount aesthetic quality of reflecting Nature.  Literature and 
art are brought together for the purpose of achieving a common goal under the critical auspices 
of Nature.  The union appeared harmonious, but could only be enacted by effacing the 
production values of each creative genre.  Absent is any talk of tints or the mechanics of material 
production.  Even the mechanics of Shakespeare’s neat lines of blank verse, edited to the point of 
awkwardness in the epigraph, seem to have been effaced.  While innovations arose in critical 
discourse about art as a result of the early Academy shows and critical responses to them, aspects 
of artistic form remained difficult to vocalize, hemmed in by the expectation that art and 
language must communicate transparent truth, represented by the critical terminology of 
“Nature.” 
 
Romantic Intercessions 
In The Body of Raphaelle Peale, Alexander Nemerov contends that what was so 
objectionable about Romanticism to the American art-consuming audience at the beginning of 
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the nineteenth century was its championing of a subjective, imaginative point of view as the 
firmament of artistic vision.  Such subjectivity undermined the standards of Nature, which 
depended on universal perception, set forth in the critical discourse of the era.
84
  Narrative artists, 
or, more apropos of the era, history painters, in the United States found themselves positioned 
between expectations of veracity from critics and a largely imported theoretical praxis that 
encouraged subjective experimentation within a traditional canon of source texts.   
As the 1810s progressed, the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Art’s exhibitions 
featured an increasing number of paintings that portrayed scenes borrowed from well-known 
literary works and myth, culminating in the 1817 display of the Academy’s most expensive 
acquisition to date, Washington Allston’s Dead Man restored to Life by touching the Bones of 
the Prophet Elisha (1816).  First displayed in 1816, the painting inspired its own lengthy review 
in The Port Folio and was the first work featured in the 1817 Exhibition catalogue.  The painting 
portrays the familiar biblical scene on a grand historical scale; it measures an impressive 11 feet 
wide by 13 feet tall and, in the words of an anonymous Port Folio critic, “Upon the whole, we 
may be perfectly safe in pronouncing it the finest production of any modern artist.”85  The critic 
lauded Allston’s ability to transform a relatively simple and terse biblical passage into such a 
grand artistic production, identifying Allston’s ability to envision a complex composition within 
a simple set of textual parameters: “…the peculiar property of genius to create.—It is rare that 
any single fact offers every requisite for a poem, or a picture, when unadorned, or not rendered 
prominent by the subordinate fiction of the imagination” (438).  This shift in terminology, from 
the insistence that a democratic, natural order guide the production of the fine arts to the 
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expectation that “imagination” and “genius” play a fundamental role in shaping the creation of 
great art marked a larger, ideological shift.  The interiority of the artist gained significance 
because it becomes the locus of the creative process.  In response to the painting, the anonymous 
critic reproduced a lengthy passage authored by Allston which described the composition of the 
work.  The critic recounted: “An account of the general disposition which the artist has attempted 
to express in the countenance of each individual, cannot be better given than in his own words” 
(ibid.).  The previously muted artist speaks, not in his own defense or in defense of the 
compositional principles of the painting, but to craft a narrative to shape and guide interpretation.  
If, ultimately, the process of interpretation in the fine arts was the process of uncovering truths 
recognizable to a generally informed populace, what does an artist’s explication add?  To an art 
critic like the G. M., one could posit that the remarks of the artist seek to usurp the authority of 
the informed viewer, in the same way that the hallowed institution of British artistic production, 
the Royal Academy (the institution that trained Allston), preserved a hierarchy of aesthetic 
knowledge.  Clearly, Allston’s critic rejected such a presumption, championing Allston’s voice 
above all others without overt fear of political implications. 
 Allston’s narrative attempted to balance the extremes which the portrait dramatizes.  He 
emphasized how contrast between light and dark creates a dramatic tension at the “moment of 
reanimation…the gradual recoiling of life upon death” and highlighted the emotions expressed 
by each of the 18 figures in the painting, from “unqualified immoveable terror” on the part of the 
slave supporting the revived man’s body to the “joy and astonishment” that quickly become 
subsumed in “distress” for her overcome mother on the part of the revived man’s daughter 
(ibid.).  The narrative described a scene of heightened passions, a dramatic interplay of color and 
expression designed to heighten its audience’s emotional response to the work itself.  The critic 
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complemented this narrative by describing the especially noble and poignant expressions of 
select figures in the work and identified in the painting’s most admirable characteristics the 
affects of the “great masters” (439).  “The effect which such a picture must have on a person 
who has long been in the habit of studying the productions of the Italian school,” the critic 
elaborated, “is similar to that of the modern poem, replete with classical imagery, upon a reader 
whose memory is stored with the beauty of the ancients” (ibid.).  Blending the classical reference 
points of art and literature, the critic imbued the painting with the power to create a history 
between the best of classical and European art and Allston’s own contemporary production.  
Much of the rest of the review was dedicated to explicating these connections and wishing upon 
the London-dwelling Allston the highest degree of success in his subsequent artistic endeavors. 
 The 1816 Allston review is remarkable insofar as its critical approach is a distinct 
departure from the previous reviews of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Art’s holdings in 
The Port Folio, though its approach to analyzing art was undoubtedly familiar: the review draws 
from Romantic theory, privileging a genealogy of genius rather than a kinship between artists 
seeking to cultivate a national artistic identity.  By 1817, the catalogue of the Pennsylvania 
Academy of the Fine Arts began to reflect Romantic sensibilities, dedicating lengthy descriptions 
to works by Titian and Correggio amid the works of Birch and Trumbull, and began once again 
to list its classical cast collection alongside its busts of Washington, Franklin, and Jefferson.  
Titian and Rubens, among other European masters, were even added to the List of Artists 
included at the end of each exhibition catalogue in 1818.  Prior to 1818, the List of Artists 
contained only the names of featured artists working in Philadelphia and select American artists 
contributing works to the exhibition from remote locations, such as New York and Baltimore.  
Clearly, the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts began to experience a shift in taste and 
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display practices immediately preceding the 1820s, a shift that The Port Folio did not manifest 
overtly.   
While the critics of The Port Folio fell for the most part silent on the topic of the 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts post-1820, other Philadelphia literary gazettes provided 
select commentary on the success of the shows.  A critic known by the moniker “A” from The 
Literary Gazette; or, Journal of Criticism, Science, and the Arts, a short-lived Philadelphia 
magazine, complemented the growing number of “fine old paintings” included in the collection, 
but complained of a lack of new works at the 1821 show: “It is to be confessed…that the display 
of newly finished works by our own artists, does not furnish much cause for rejoicing at the 
present state of art among us.  The number of such performances is not great, their variety small, 
and their merit, collectively, not very striking.”86  William Dunlap’s 1834 History of the Rise and 
Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States intimated unrest between arts and the 
academicians of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in 1824, and reported in 1828 that 
the situation became so dire as to inspire a petition, signed by twenty-seven artists, expressing a 
number of concerns.  Said Dunlap: 
They complain that they have no voice in hanging their works for exhibition – that their 
works are mingled with those of old masters, and injured by the prejudices of society – 
that the annual exhibitions are not attended, because the Academy keeps an open 
exhibition all the year – that the casts intended for the student are made part of the 
exhibitions…and generally, that although their works must eventually support the 
Academy, they are treated as ciphers.
87
 
 
Dunlap reported that no suitable arrangement was made to satisfy both artists and the Academy 
to these ends, and that the Academy faced a decline at the end of the 1820s as a result of 
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increasingly limited artist participation.
88
  The Port Folio met its own end in 1827, prior to the 
artist unrest at the Academy, and tales of the artists’ plight do not appear to have reached the 
press through another venue.  The catalogues indicated a dramatic increase in international works 
of art on the part of the Academy in the late 1820s, but may have obscured the loss of American 
artists by preserving the names of deceased artists on the Academy’s directory and failing to 
indicate the number of artists providing new contributions to the annual exhibitions. 
 One document that can shed light on the changing aesthetic preferences within the 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts is the 1826 Annual Discourse, delivered by Henry D. 
Gilpin.
89
  A brief perusal of the address reveals ample justification for the displeasure of the 
American artists affiliated with the Academy: the bulk of the address was dedicated to 
establishing the historical trajectory of the arts, from the foundations of Greek and Egyptian 
culture to the contemporary culmination of the arts in the West, the Louvre.  American artists 
received very limited mention, and were primarily represented by the then-deceased Benjamin 
West, whom Gilpin praised, and a small selection of West’s associates.  Gilpin pauses to 
highlight only four artists associated with Philadelphia, including Peale, Sully, Neagle, and 
Doughty, who is likened to Claude.
90
  The future of American history painting was lowered 
squarely on the shoulders of the Boston-based Washington Allston, who was in the process of 
producing “the great picture,” Belshazzar’s Feast, which would remain famously unfinished 
upon Allston’s death in 1843.91 
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 Gilpin’s address was absent of any of Hopkinson’s early zeal for an institution wedded to 
the good judgment of the American people; replacing the tastes of the masses as a determinant of 
the course of the fine arts was the inexorable and linear march of history.  Even more remarkable 
is the transition from Hopkinson’s exuberant praise of the growing and diversifying print 
marketplace and artistic production in Philadelphia to Gilpin’s reduction of the whole of 
American artistic output to a single artist, and a single unfinished painting, in the course of 16 
years.  This dramatic shift in purpose on the part of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, 
and in the institutional perception of American art more generally, reflected how display 
practices changed and aesthetic standards began to codify in the early nineteenth century. 
 
West’s Death on the Pale Horse 
 In 1817, the now forgotten British art critic William Carey published a lengthy text in 
praise of Benjamin West’s Death on the Pale Horse, completed in the same year and on display 
in London in West’s personal gallery.92  Carey painstakingly traversed all aspects of art criticism 
applicable to the painting in the course of his analysis, including formal or “technical” analysis, 
reviews of the painting’s relationship to its source text, the Book of Revelations, commentary on 
each visible figure in the painting, and a final review of the composition as a whole.  He 
attempted to predict a spectator’s reaction to the painting from multiple critical perspectives, 
including that of an artist versus that of an “amateur,” and from the perspective of an emotive 
respondent (an individual sensitive to the painting’s emotional subjects) as well as a viewer 
interested in the historical and moral relevance of the work.  Carey even feigned, at the end of his 
expansive review, to recognize portions of West’s composition as marginally inadequate, though 
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he was quick to revise his criticisms after further study of the painting.  While the work 
presented extensive praise of West, presuming to do so from a myriad of possible critical 
positions created a rather dizzying orientation to the text, which Carey concluded would provide 
him with the guise of impartiality.  What it does provide the contemporary critic with is some 
understanding of popular critical approaches to art at the time of its publication, 1817, in Britain, 
and, with its subsequent recirculation in Philadelphia, some indication of how these assessments 
translated to American critical discourses in 1836. 
West’s painting was considered a critical misstep in Britain, failing to secure its predicted 
viewership in part because of mixed critical responses.  But the painting was to have a 
significant, if unanticipated, impact on the development of American art criticism, and Carey’s 
work was to be instrumental in displaying West’s work to Philadelphia.  The Pennsylvania 
Academy of the Fine Arts purchased West’s painting in 1836, mortgaging its building to 
leverage the painting, and upon exhibiting the work later that year, distributed Carey’s pamphlet 
in its entirety as an accompaniment to the painting; as a result, the Academy’s guide to Death on 
the Pale Horse  was 116 pages long.
93
  Carey claimed to respond to not only an admiration for 
West’s work, but also a bias against thorough criticism of British art in the British press, which, 
according to Carey, preferred to provide perspectives on Old Masters and disavowed the quality 
of contemporary British paintings.  Carey also sought to cultivate a vibrant print dialogue about 
art in Britain with his pamphlet: “It is only by frequent publication that we can hope to excite an 
interest and render the Public familiar with those principles of art, which enable an Amateur of 
sensibility, to read and feel all of the beauties of a fine picture or piece of sculpture, with as 
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much pleasure and facility, as he reads a written work of genius in his native language.”94  And 
while the Pennsylvania Academy aligned itself with Carey’s goals, redistributing his pamphlet 
for the benefit of its gallery goers in 1836, the same charge was leveled against the Academy 
itself nearly 16 years after West’s death.  Artists affiliated with the Pennsylvania Academy found 
such significant investment in West to be indicative of the Academy’s reliance on Old Masters 
rather than budding American talent, though the institution’s financial difficulties at the outset of 
the 1830s may have motivated such complaints.  Periodical reviews of the work were 
consistently positive; The New-York Mirror even proclaimed the work to excel in “pathos” 
beyond any modern or ancient production.
95
  The transition from the painting’s lukewarm 1817 
reception in Britain to its glowing periodical reception in the United States in 1836 demonstrates 
how distinctly the nations differed in their developing art preferences. 
 The painting was the subject of a blistering review by William Hazlitt published in the 
Edinburgh Magazine in December 1817.  Hazlitt condemned Death on the Pale Horse not so 
much for its elements of composition, which, though the painting was flawed, Hazlitt conceded 
was West’s finest work to date, but because of the exhibition catalogue which accompanied the 
painting on display and elucidated its historical motifs and allusions.  The catalogue, which 
Hazlitt presumed was not written by West but published and circulated with his approval, 
described West’s painting in such bombastic and glowing terms that Hazlitt condemned West for 
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sinking to the level of self-promotion.
96
  Hazlitt bristled at the language of West’s promoter, who 
used phrases such as “‘Terrible Sublime,’” a phrase which Hazlitt claimed would only confuse 
viewers with some understanding of the concept of the sublime, to describe West’s scene (371).  
Hazlitt further maligns the catalogue’s author for the author’s insistence that West had captured 
the true appearance of the metaphorical figures represented in his painting.  Says Hazlitt: “Does 
Mr. West really suppose that he has put the very image of Death upon his canvas? … The painter 
cannot make the general particular, the infinite and imaginary defined and palpable, that which is 
only believed and dreaded, an object of sight” (372 – 3).  The assertion that West is capable of 
capturing the image of Revelations through paint more accurately than a poet (the named 
example was Milton) owing to the painter’s ability to manipulate images rather than words 
rankled Hazlitt so substantially that he went to great pains in his polemic to describe how 
historical painting depends just as intrinsically on metaphors as do literary compositions.  In the 
wake of the offending museum guide, Hazlitt’s final words for the painting and for West were 
dismissive at best; Hazlitt recognized Death on the Pale Horse as “the most picturesque of all of 
Mr. West’s productions,” undercutting the catalogue’s claims of the painting’s overwhelming 
sublimity, and noted that West’s 1814 historical work, Christ Rejected, was beginning to look a 
bit faded and dull in the midst of his new composition (379).  Clearly, Hazlitt questioned the 
longevity of West’s work, both in the eyes of the public and in the durability of the canvases and 
tints themselves. 
 Carey, who also referenced the 1817 catalogue for Death on the Pale Horse in his 
expansive description and analysis of West’s painting, took pains to combat Hazlitt’s concurrent 
criticisms of the catalogue’s understanding of metaphor and its distinction between literature and 
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painting.
97
  One of the primary goals of Carey’s critical description of the painting was to 
establish how the painting uses metaphor to attract its audience.  Carey recognized figures in the 
painting that yielded strong emotional responses in viewers of the painting, either terror, such as 
the images of the horsemen themselves or the wild beasts wrecking terror on bystanders in the 
scene, or overwhelming sympathy, such as the dead child and mother in the foreground of the 
scene.  He claimed that these figures specifically were the heart of the metaphor operating in the 
work; they were entry points within the composition through which viewers could extend their 
understandings of the elements of the scene itself to the larger plane of their own lives.  Says 
Carey on the work of metaphors in West’s painting: “The mantle of the inspired Painter is upon 
the spectator.  In the voice and the symbols of the Prophet, he has set the consummation before 
us: and we must even, involuntarily, speak from what we see, of that which is to be, as if it 
already were.”98  While Carey’s rhetoric is stylized here in an attempt to persuade his audience 
to grasp the full, spiritual impact of the subject of West’s work, his thesis is straightforward.  
Carey argued that West’s painting required its audience to extrapolate from the fate of the figures 
in the work to their own relationship to the scene, to situate themselves within the dramatic 
events as if they had experienced them rather than as if they were to occur in the future.  The 
metaphor that comes into play is that of the figures themselves, who operate at once as elements 
of the scene and as the spectators.  While the supernatural figures in the painting have clear 
allegorical meanings as well, the fallen victims of their struggle are pathetic rather than 
archetypal.  Carey lauded West’s ability to create this relationship between the viewer and the 
figures in the painting: “If the inordinate self-love be a main cause of the unfeeling pride and 
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scornful cruelty to our fellow creatures, the poet or painter, who teaches us to share in the real or 
imaginary sufferings of others, lessens a source of much evil, and promotes the happiness of 
Society.”99  Thus, Carey established a social benefit to West’s historical paintings, undermining 
claims that critics like Hazlitt made about West’s desire for fame or pecuniary success in light of 
the work.  This social concern mirrors Carey’s own purpose for writing his analysis of Death on 
the Pale Horse which, as he reminds the reader in both the opening letter to his publication 
grantor, the Marquis of Stafford, and in the publication’s final note, was not profit or fame but to 
extend the conversation about art in Britain beyond the work of Old Masters.
100
 
 Carey insisted that West’s painting was a “sublime” work, introducing it as “the sublime 
conception of the Painter” and subsequently referring to the work’s “tremendous sublimity” in its 
portrayal of Death.
101
  The term is significant in its deference to a Romantic critical framework, 
but also in its indication of support for the painting itself.  Carey’s use of the sublime was formal 
insofar as it stems from West’s counterbalance of supernatural figures of terror and the 
sympathetic victims in their wake.  But it was also a term that registered on the level of taste.  
Carey referred to West’s painting as sublime because he wished to express his admiration for it 
and confirm its greatness as an historical work of significant scale.  William Dunlap, an early 
advocate for West’s inclusion in the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Art’s collection and for 
the purchase of Death on the Pale Horse, also used the term “sublime” to refer to West’s 
painting in the first volume of his 1834 History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in 
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the United States.
102
  Dunlap’s support for West was instrumental in convincing American 
artists, who largely constituted the membership of the Pennsylvania Academy, and art consumers 
alike that West was a central figure in American art, despite spending the majority of his career 
in Britain.
103
 
 But the question remains whether Carey utilized Romantic discourse beyond the strategic 
employment of terms like “sublime” and “Genius,” a term which Carey used to introduce his 
discourse on West to readers.
104
  As Rochelle Gurstein argues, the moment at which Death on 
the Pale Horse is first exhibited in Europe is of particular importance in the history of British 
Romanticism, because it directly follows the 1816 purchase of the Elgin Marbles by the House of 
Commons.
105
  The Elgin Marbles, as Gurstein claims, changed the way that artists 
conceptualized Romantic beauty; instead of relying on the traditional statuary of neoclassical 
beauty such as the Apollo Belvedere, artists found a new, more natural form of ideal beauty in 
the Marbles, which attended to the musculature and skeletal form of its figures much more 
intently than did traditionally embraced works.
106
  While Gurstein’s focus is another Romantic 
historical painter, Benjamin Robert Haydon, her illustration of how profoundly the Marbles 
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influenced Haydon’s approach to painting bears on West as well, who as early as 1814 was 
extolling the virtues of the Marbles and even accompanying painter-companions to view them.
107
  
That West would have consulted the Marbles as a model when constructing his own, horizontally 
composed painting of a battle scene is only sensible, and the tangle of figures and horses that 
make up the majority of West’s composition mirror the Marbles’ own crush of equine and 
human figures in battle.  Carey’s prose reflects this complication in neoclassical modes of ideal 
beauty to a more romanticized version of natural beauty.  While Carey invoked some 
neoclassical terminology when analyzing West’s work, such as the “unity of movement” which 
he praises in Death on the Pale Horse, he also emphasized the realistic, though emotionally 
idealized, aspects of each figure in the work, especially the central vignette of the deceased baby 
and mother.
108
 Carey speculated, before hearing that West did not use a model for the figure of 
the mother, that West had observed a woman at the moment of death in order to capture the 
bleak realism portrayed in the work: “…I cannot immediately get rid of an illusion, that he must 
have copied it from a beautiful original, whose soul had only that moment departed and while yet 
her pure spirit lingered over its beloved mansion.”109  While Carey portrays West’s imaginary 
model as beautiful, he also importantly identifies her as a deceased individual, which legitimates 
West’s portrayal of the deceased woman with the reality of lived experience.110  It is the 
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intermingling of these realistic corporeal details, even on the supernatural figures and the figures 
of the horses, which lends a natural aspect to West’s romanticized groupings. 
 In closely analyzing West’s Death on the Pale Horse, Carey attempted to not only 
popularize the painting itself, using a blend of neoclassical and Romantic terminology to inflect 
his impressions, but also to commemorate West himself, who as president of the Royal Academy 
was seen in England as both a venerable figure and, for artists challenging the strictures of the 
Academy’s interpretation of Romantic form, a force to be thwarted.  Said Carey: “The venerable 
President, West, the Commemmorator [sic.] of the benevolent Penn, a member of the Society of 
Friends…has been, himself, through life, a lover of peace and a preacher of conciliation, with his 
pencil.”111  For Carey, West the historical painter was primarily an artist dedicated to recalling 
and presenting the most significant historical events (past or, in the case of Revelations, future) 
for the benefit of a public.  West presented these events, in Carey’s estimation, with a minimal 
amount of technical artistry in order to focus his audience on the significance of the human 
drama unfolding on the canvas rather than the technical flourishes of its presentation.
112
  Carey 
also recognized West’s connection to William Penn even late in his career, though his celebrated 
historical painting Penn’s Treaty with the Indians (1771 – 72) had been composed nearly fifty 
years prior to Death on the Pale Horse.  This enduring connection between West and his colonial 
American upbringing captured the interest of his American audiences as well, and the desire to 
cement America’s artistic inheritance with West’s extensive training in Europe and success in 
Britain was a primary motivator for the Pennsylvania Academy’s purchase of Death on the Pale 
Horse  in 1836.  But it is little secret that by 1836 in Britain, West’s moment had passed.  The 
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most dramatic indication of West’s waning influence on British artists is J.M.W. Turner’s Death 
on a Pale Horse (1825 – 30), composed a mere ten to fifteen years after West’s presentation of 
the same story but differing so dramatically in style that the paintings’ thematic connections are 
nearly unrecognizable.
113
  Turner’s nearly impressionistic portrayal of the narrative’s central 
figures undermines West’s (and, by extension, Carey’s) valorization of the historical painting.   
But such challenges to the primacy of historical painting occur later in America, and often in the 
guise of the Romantic American landscape rather than in the wholesale rejection of 
representation, as in Turner.  This lingering interest in historical works in America is almost 
exclusively indebted to the influence of institutions such as the Pennsylvania Academy, which 
sought to codify America’s artistic heritage even as tastes shifted in the wake of the National 
Academy of Design and its promotion of landscape artists who would later be termed the 
Hudson River School, a phenomenon discussed in-depth in chapter three of this study.  The 
Pennsylvania Academy could not preserve the influence of historical painting in America 
indefinitely, to the expense of artists like Washington Allston, who as his career matured began 
to devote his artistic labor exclusively to grand historical canvases, at times, a crippling 
economic choice.
114
 
 The introduction of Benjamin West’s Death on the Pale Horse and, by extension, 
William Carey’s Critical Description and Analytical Review of ‘Death on the Pale Horse’ into 
the collection of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts marks a certain steeling of resolve 
among the Academy’s founders to continue to support historical painting and, through Carey, to  
promote a critical discourse about historical painting that embraced Romantic terminology 
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alongside an approachable implementation of formal terminology derived from neoclassicism.  
While the Academy did not support the tremendous Romantic innovation that painters like 
Turner were becoming renowned (and maligned) for in Britain, or the French innovations in 
Romantic art that occurred over the nineteenth century, the Academy rejected such shifts in 
thought to preserve and promote what it viewed as the cultural inheritance of American art, 
realized through historical painters like Trumbull, West, and Allston.  While this shift 
significantly changed the tenor of conversations about art occurring in Philadelphia press 
sources, and decreased the diversity of early gallery exhibitions in favor of a more tightly 
controlled and revered grouping of works, it also marked a shift in the Academy’s attempts to 
educate its viewership about American art.  At best, perhaps, the Academy sought to invite new 
voices into the critical conversation about art occurring in Philadelphia through the introduction 
of Carey’s pamphlet.115  Carey’s evaluation of historical painting as a socially valuable form of 
art would also bolster the Academy’s goal of providing a venue for its viewers to learn about 
taste and morality and, in context, national identity.  The Academy’s purchase of West’s final 
historical composition reclaimed him for America, and reaffirmed the institution’s commitment 
to a broadly consumed Romantic discourse that was flagging in Britain, as was West’s 
romantically inflected historical style.  The question in the wake of the Academy’s choice was 
the cost at which this aesthetic statement came to define the institution. 
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Conclusion 
 In Anglophilia, Elisa Tamarkin initially remarks on one of the most famous failures of 
American history painting: Samuel F.B. Morse’s House of Representatives (1822), a work Morse 
composed in hopes of capitalizing on the profits yielded through a national tour of the immense 
canvas.
116
  Tamarkin defines Morse’s failure with the painting, which appeals thematically to 
enthusiasts of John Trumbull’s great historical paintings portraying similarly patriotic scenes, as 
the failure to capture the interest of his democratically minded audience.  The painting’s 
composition, with its focus on the high vaulted ceilings of the new Capitol building, seems too 
far removed from the immediacy of democracy that American audiences had come to expect 
from portrayals of the United States government in action:  
There are no Founding Fathers, only Morse’s father at a distance in the balcony.  The 
declaration is not compelling at the heart of government but framed as the principle 
behind it – in this case, quite literally, on the back wall.  The impossibility of saying in 
Morse’s painting just what democracy might be for is how its representatives seem to 
name it: a society of individuals experiencing a structure of abandonment, and an absence 
of shared interests, together.
117
  
 
Despite Morse’s investment in the production of art in America, including his role in founding 
New York City’s National Academy of Design, Tamarkin identifies Morse’s failure as too sure a 
reliance on the technical acumen and cultural admiration he acquired for England at the Royal 
Academy, where Morse trained from 1812 to 1815.
118
  While the visual remove from the heart of 
democracy that the painting stages may have offended or disinterested an American viewership, 
the limited periodical criticism that exists in response to the painting tells a different story.  A 
critic for The Religious Intelligencer lauded the painting in 1823, stating that it was the finest 
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work of art to ever be on display in New Haven.
119
  The critic, who, on the part of all critics of 
the publication, admitted to being “no connoisseurs in the art of painting,” even recommends that 
Morse’s work be brought to England for display because of the painting’s representation of 
American democracy at work, “a congress which no voice of a King, can dissolve,” precisely to 
realize how different (and superior) American democracy was to Britain’s monarchy (587).  
Rather than identifying the painting as too far removed from American ideals or too invested in 
British aesthetic systems, the critic viewed the painting as just the work to really anger and 
(perhaps subsequently) enlighten the British.  Morse’s painting was great, in the critic’s 
estimation, precisely because it was so identifiably patriotic. 
 But the critic began to falter when explaining to the publication’s readership exactly why 
Morse’s painting was so great.  The critic was very clear about why paintings were great works 
of art in general: paintings displayed “genius” when great, the critic noted, and were 
“representations of the sublime and beautiful in nature” (586).  The critic was subsequently 
unable to relate these terms to Morse’s work, and instead resorted to using them in the broad 
context of “good painting” rather than in a description of the painting of interest itself, which the 
critic largely omitted.  Part of the reason why the critic appears to have trouble applying 
analytical terminology to Morse’s painting could be that those terms, indebted to a Romantic 
philosophy of art, do not apply to Morse’s work, which is clearly neoclassical in influence.  The 
House of Representatives is not a sublime work; it offers no dramatic undermining of the senses 
or conflicted emotional drama.  Instead, it presents what the critic recognized as an impressive 
collection of columns, very regular positioning of portraits, and a pleasing view of the Capitol’s 
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rotunda, itself a neoclassical triumph by Benjamin Latrobe (ibid.).  The critic, though untrained 
in the niceties of genre art, recognized that the tools he or she did have to discuss Morse’s 
painting did not help to explicate the painting of interest.  But the critic was quick to delineate 
that this shortcoming was not the result of a lack of affection for the painting on the critic’s part 
or technical failures on Morse’s part.  While the critic did not have an overarching understanding 
of Romantic art, the critic did understand that the basic terminology of Romantic art was the 
foundations of art criticism, and that the terms needed to appear somewhere in the periodical 
review of Morse. 
 If a periodical critic from New Haven, Connecticut, with presumably little training in the 
visual arts, had difficulty establishing a critical vocabulary for Morse’s House of 
Representatives, institutions promoting a more sophisticated version of the critic’s rudimentary 
Romantic discourse, and critics who trained and wrote in affiliation with such institutions, would 
certainly have found little to say about Morse’s work within their critical frameworks.  An 
institution such as the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, which by 1822 had already 
invested itself in Romantic discourse vis-à-vis its promotion of Washington Allston, would have 
had little to contribute to the promotion of Morse.   
Morse’s subsequent, large-scale effort in historical painting, his 1833 Gallery of the 
Louvre, also met with little fanfare upon its release for remarkably similar reasons.
120
  Gallery of 
the Louvre exhibits Morse’s incredible technical skill in his painstaking reproductions of Louvre 
masterpieces, and echoes Morse’s interest in neoclassical form in its careful reproduction of the 
architecture of the far gallery hallway.  Morse attempted to create a narrative shift from 
neoclassicism to Romantic influence through its employment of statuary.  A classical urn adorns 
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the left side of Morse’s gallery, and a statue of Diana, a graceful and naturally inflected statue 
similar to the works like The Marble Faun which attracted the attention of Romantic artists, 
stands to the right.  The statuary flank a collection of paintings primarily Renaissance in origin 
(with some notable exceptions, including two canvases by Poussin, a favored figure among 
Romantic landscape artists), illustrating the artistic heritage of painting that contributed to 
Morse’s moment.  The painting’s didactic intentions were lost on its audiences, who expected 
“great” paintings like Morse’s and the subsequently popular Death on the Pale Horse by 
Benjamin West to tell a story.
121
  The austere scene of American luminaries observing the works 
of the Louvre could not rival the surging horses and spectres that that Death on the Pale Horse 
loosed onto the innocents in their midst.  And Morse could not rival West’s skillful integration of 
Romantic elements into his canvas, and incite the same degree of critical admiration in American 
periodicals as a result. 
 I take issue with Tamarkin’s assessment of Morse’s lack of popularity to emphasize that, 
at least in the realm of American art, the sense that aesthetic language must be nationally 
inflected, and that aesthetics themselves had to develop in a nationally representative way, 
developed in a historically discrete manner, and, at least in urban centers like Philadelphia, 
passed relatively quickly as standards of taste began to codify among its primary art institution.  
But I also emphasize the fact that much of this shift is predicated on the fact that generalized 
Romantic terminology came to circulate thanks to art critics writing within urban centers and 
critics outside the direct influence of “great” art and the institutions governing its display.  These 
critics, as well as the trajectory of history painting realized in the United States, demonstrate that 
certain expectations for painting began to emerge in the early part of the nineteenth century that 
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reached beyond urban boundaries, a promise of things to come in the midst of further 
cooperation and communication among institutions and the growing circulation of works on 
American art and artists. 
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Figure 1: 
Crossing the Brook 
William Say after Henry Thomson 
c. 1803 
Mezzotint 
14 x 20 ¾ inches 
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Figure 2: 
Death on the Pale Horse 
Benjamin West 
1817 
Oil on Canvas 
176 x 301 inches 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts 
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Figure 3: 
 
Death on a Pale Horse 
J.M.W. Turner 
Circa 1825 – 30 
Oil on Canvas 
23 ½  x 29 ¾  inches 
British Tate 
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Figure 4: 
 
The House of Representatives 
Samuel F.B. Morse 
1822 – 23 
Oil on Canvas 
86 7/8 x 130 5/8 inches 
Corcoran Gallery of Art 
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Figure 5: 
 
Gallery of the Louvre 
Samuel F. B. Morse 
1833 
Oil on Canvas 
73 7/10 x 107 9/10 inches 
Terra Foundation for American Art 
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Chapter 3: Framing Narratives: Washington Allston and the Construction of an American 
Aesthetic 
There is a charm no vulgar mind can reach, 
No critic thwart, no mighty master teach; 
A charm how mingled of the good and ill! 
Yet still so mingled that the mystic whole 
Shall captive hold the struggling gazer’s will, 
Till vanquished reason own its full control. 
- Washington Allston, from “Sonnet on the Luxembourg Gallery” (1813)122 
 
In 1813, just as his notoriety as a promising young American artist was spreading 
throughout England and elite Boston social circles, Washington Allston published a slim volume 
of poetry entitled The Sylphs of the Seasons, and other Poems in London and, shortly thereafter 
with the support of friends, in Boston.  The volume was, in Richard Henry Dana Jr.’s words, 
“well-received,” and several poems achieved some print longevity in subsequent collected 
volumes, including William Cullen Bryant’s 1840 anthology Selections from the American 
Poets.
123
  Allston’s Boston publisher, Cummings and Hilliard, advertised the volume on the basis 
of Allston’s growing renown as a painter, claiming that: “Mr. Allston, the author of these poems, 
is a native of South Carolina…he stands in the very first rank among the artists of his 
profession.”124  That his publisher chose to capitalize upon Allston’s fame as an artist is 
reasonable, especially considering that the subject matter of the majority of the poems is either 
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the life of artists (and the challenges therein) or works of art and their conditions of display.
125
  
But Allston’s publisher also identifies him as an author, a professional designation unlike, 
perhaps, “writer.”  Considering that the volume appeared in print and was being marketed by his 
publishing companies to positive, if modest, reception, the designation of “author” is expected.  
But the relationship between “author” and “painter” was a contested topic throughout the early 
part of the nineteenth century, as each profession tried to determine the material valence of its 
labor.  In the early Republic, the question is further complicated by interjections of continental 
art philosophy, namely Romanticism, derived from the influence of the Royal Academy in 
Britain and translated German art theorists like Friedrich Schlegel, who appeared in American 
publications as early as the first decades of the nineteenth century.
126
  With, at times, Romantic 
interventions and material realities providing conflicting definitions of the artist and author to the 
periodical-consuming public, this distinction between professional producer and inspired creator 
was difficult to delineate. 
This confusion is even more profound when considering Allston’s biography holistically; 
Allston obsessively attempted to define the boundaries of the artist and author throughout his 
career, growing perhaps even more troubled by such amorphous distinctions after becoming 
established in both fields.  Allston’s desire to define the cultural and material roles of artists and 
authors stemmed from an omnipresent concern about who was seeing, reading, and responding 
to his work.  His writings, even in their earliest forms, demonstrated Allston’s unease.  The 
poems in The Sylphs of the Seasons consistently ruminate on the difficulties facing artists and 
poets amplified by the economic and social pressures of an audience: dealing with a “bankrupt 
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Muse” in “Eccentricity,” the petty squabbling of contemporary artists in “The Two Painters,” a 
theme that received more extensive treatment in Allston’s only novel, Monaldi, and the vaguely 
demarcated realm of public taste.
127
  Allston’s anxiety over the reception of The Sylphs of the 
Seasons is palpable throughout the volume; he went as far as to open the collection’s titular 
poem with an extensive note describing how the images he employed in the poem correspond 
with the seasons that they reference, presumably to allay possible misinterpretation by his 
readers.
128
  “Sonnet on the Luxembourg Gallery,” a portion of which appears in the epigraph to 
this paper, ruminated upon what Allston termed a “charm,” an essential quality of art that could 
both shield it from undue criticism and command an audience’s rapt attention.129  Ultimately, this 
“charm” separates the product of artistic labor from its critic, a critic who, in Allston’s time, was 
receiving wider periodical distribution and a growing voice in American art culture. While the 
subject matter of Allston’s sonnet is the works of Rubens, it is not difficult to imagine that the 
rarified space of the Luxemborg Gallery, which, in Allston’s fantasy of display, allows for 
unmediated and unchallenged reception of paintings, would have appealed to Allston, an artist 
growing increasingly concerned about the intrusion of perspective and voices into the reception 
process. 
Allston’s rise to prominence was accompanied by the development of wider print 
networks in the United States, the first printings of U. S. art history volumes, and increased 
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circulation and reprinting of periodical art criticism.
130
  It became increasingly possible for 
Allston to envision an audience that had never viewed his paintings, and who consumed 
elements of his biography or idle gossip about his struggle with his unfinished masterpiece, 
Belshazzar’s Feast, late in his career without firsthand knowledge of his artwork. As his career 
progressed, Allston grew increasingly daunted by the control that he saw critics establishing over 
the reception of his work and expressed concern over how such critical interventions were 
corroding Americans’ ability to respond to art.  Even more so, these interventions were reshaping 
the ways in which artists themselves conceptualized their work.  While Allston realized a wider 
audience for his work through proliferation of print, he expressed concern over how his audience 
was learning to respond to the visual arts, and which aspects of art they attuned to, something 
that Allston vocalized a diminishing sense of control over throughout his career. 
Allston’s misgivings were complicated by his coterie; some of Allston’s closest 
companions participated to wide acclaim in the growing print marketplace in America and 
abroad for writing on art, and even published reviews of Allston’s work, at times defensively.  
Allston made some attempts later in life to follow suit. His anecdotes and personal observations 
on the American artists of his generation and the previous dominated William Dunlap’s The 
History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States (1834), an unusual 
bout of loquacity in the public eye for Allston, who by this point in his career had withdrawn to 
his studio in Cambridgeport, Massachusetts to contend exclusively with Belshazzar’s Feast.  He 
was also in the process of completing an art theory volume, entitled Lectures on Art, at the time 
of his death, and intended to circulate the lectures both in print and in the course of a lecture tour. 
Allston additionally participated in and responded to the print marketplace in the context of 
authorship; he lent his illustration skills to a volume of Washington Irving’s A History of New-
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York and composed a small cabinet piece lamenting the precarious financial position of the 
contemporary author entitled The Poor Author and the Rich Bookseller.  Though publishing and 
participating in an American conversation on art allowed Allston to fashion an artistic 
community and project himself into it, it did not guarantee public reception of his work, a fact 
which troubled Allston and one he subsequently explored in his private works.  
Allston’s voluminous personal and professional correspondence far outstrips his 
publically consumed writings, but frequently engages with similar themes, indicating Allston’s 
dedication to examining problematic practical and philosophical concerns in his art through a 
variety of prose forms.  Allston, at times, lamented the state of the art market and art criticism in 
America, and, at others, demonstrated a surprisingly entrepreneurial focus in proposing art for 
popular consumption.  Still, the distinction between private literary productions and those offered 
to the public at large is of significance in Allston’s career, as his public works tend to sidestep 
discussion of particularly contentious topics in his biography, more frequently addressing them 
at some remove while focusing on networks of artistic influence more broadly.   
Allston’s writings documented a fundamental shift in the way that artists in the 
nineteenth century conceptualize and interact with their audience.  The developing print 
marketplace in America, coupled with the not yet successfully professionalized or nationalized 
disciplines of the fine arts and literature, offered American artists and writers the opportunity to 
comingle disciplines, explore aesthetic boundaries, and court audiences beyond the walls of the 
gallery and the shelves of the bookseller.  Allston took advantage of this fluidity, cultivating a 
multidisciplinary persona for himself that he consistently defined in his writing as integral to 
cultivating critical sensitivity to artistic pursuits.  But Allston’s pursuit of multiple genres did not 
allow him to fundamentally shape the tastes of the American reading and viewing publics; his 
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aesthetic position was a rarified exception to the critical cacophony developing in America.  By 
the end of his career, the moment of his most significant interventions in the discussion and 
interpretation of art, he was becoming more profoundly aware of how little he knew of the art 
consuming public, whose tastes had moved from the grand historical paintings that Allston 
produced and the system of elite patronage which had cultivated his technique and sensibilities.  
Allston’s death in 1841 effectively ended the possibility of Belshazzar’s Feast finding its 
audience in completion, though its audience may have been fictive by the time of its completion 
regardless. 
But to say that Allston was never able to shape discussions of art and its market in the 
way that he sought to is not to say that he had no presence within such discussions.  Allston was 
something of a touchstone for critics of early American art, a figure around which they 
developed vocabularies to describe art and methodological interventions in how viewers and 
critics might analyze art.  Allston’s life narrative of slow declension in his career in the visual 
arts and the seemingly tragic end that both he and his masterpiece met became a foundational 
narrative for critics and participants in the literary marketplace.  In some respect, his failures 
ensured his fame.  More fundamentally, it was his critics and sympathizers who did so by 
constructing and promoting the deceased Allston as a tragic artist figure, a conclusion that even 
Allston hints at in his later writings.  Allston’s career took on a unique symbolic valence 
following his death, made more apparent by resurgence in his popularity in 1876 as a 
quintessential American artist.  He was representative of a seemingly antiquated conception of 
natural (and national) genius that became dearer to art patrons as the century closed. 
In this chapter, I consider how Allston’s interventions in print responded to the 
contemporaneous shifts in the public consumption of art, namely the intervention of widely 
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circulating critical commentary on art, and how Allston fashioned his writings to respond to this 
changing reading and viewing public.  I argue that Allston’s writings designed to bolster or shape 
critical perceptions of his paintings always did so with the ultimate goal of defining artistic labor, 
especially in light of media distinctions between the visual arts and literature.  Allston’s Monaldi 
played out this attempt by Allston to undermine artistic labor distinctions most dramatically in 
his career, and I consider the novel at length with the goal of defining Allston’s approach to 
artistic labor early in his career and why he chose to circulate the novel long after its date of 
composition.  I then analyze two significant non-circulating productions by Allston: Belshazzar’s 
Feast, which I argue became a work intended for no audience despite its auspicious beginnings, 
and Allston’s gallery of aphorisms written on his studio walls.  Allston’s private works 
exemplify both his struggles as an American artist very much in the public eye and his private 
struggles to constitute and shape his audience.  I finally turn to the voices constituting Allston’s 
persona for public consumption: his critics.  Focusing on William Ware, Allston’s most prolific 
contemporary critic, I document how Allston became a touchstone for organizing his perceptions 
of artistic value and developed specialized vocabularies informative of trends in American art 
philosophy and criticism.  I argue that Allston’s confusion in the midst of developing markets 
and professional expectations became, when memorialized through Ware, a familiar narrative of 
artistic martyrdom, constructed to romanticize what was, for Allston, a material problem. 
 
Critical Viewpoints on Allston 
It is difficult to begin a study of Allston with something other than an apology, both on 
behalf of the current intellectual community constructing a narrative history of the visual arts in 
America as well as the narrative sphere that enabled an ever-expanding concept of the 
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constitutive qualities of art.  Indeed, it was difficult, even for his contemporaries, to eulogize 
Allston without a similar tone of regret for the artist and writer who appeared to be 
simultaneously essential and marginalized in the developing conversation occurring at the outset 
of the 1840s on the essential qualities of American art.  Even Allston himself, who as an 
ambitious Harvard undergraduate had declared his intention to be “…the first painter, at least, 
from America,” appeared chastened by his participation in the development of American art at 
the end of his lifetime, despite having achieved his ambition in most early critics’ eyes.131  It is 
tempting to agree with Allston when he argues for his own capitulation, but the end of Allston’s 
life was also his most productive with respect to his literary and critical productions.  Allston had 
the unique distinction of being both a forerunner of art theory in America and the subject of 
growing discourse of art criticism; he participated in the creation of a fledgling archive of 
American writing on art while often serving as its topic du jour.  Allston may have found himself 
at an impasse at the end of his life in terms of his career as a painter, but he also undoubtedly 
found himself with more to say about art and its production than ever before.   
Allston’s career spanned a period of time in the early Republic in which artistic pursuits 
were being professionalized and slowly codified, often only progressing at the speed at which the 
institutions that bolstered them could develop.  While this narrative of professionalization has 
dominated literary criticism on early nineteenth-century works, this narrative has found a 
counterpoint in criticism on the visual arts much more recently, thanks in part to crossover 
studies on art and literature that bring so-called middle-market artists to the fore.
132
  Leon 
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Jackson has brought about an important revision to the professionalization model of 
understanding American literature, arguing that William Charvat’s thesis of professionalization 
ignores the diverse literary marketplaces that authors sought to participate in including, 
importantly, non-monetary markets and forms of exchange.  Says Jackson: “In a complex, 
protean economic world – one where poets were sometimes paid in clothes, printers in rags, and 
novelists in copies of their own books, and where costs and standards of living were so diverse – 
confident assumptions about authorial income and literary economics based on cash accounts 
become hard to make.”133  And while Allston, to the extent that his papers would have 
documented it, did not appear to have accepted alternative specie for his works, Jackson’s 
conception of a diverse economic and social marketplace in the early Republic elucidates some 
of the pressures Allston felt as both a literary and visual arts producer.  While he produced works 
like Lectures on Art with economic ends in mind, his aforementioned collection of poetry, The 
Sylphs of the Season, did not enter America’s print marketplace with profit as a goal.134  
Jackson’s revision of the literary marketplace and professionalism in nineteenth-century 
literature also enables critics to consider how other professionalized economies, such as markets 
for visual art productions, influenced the literary marketplace.  While markets for the visual arts 
were largely regional and socially stratified in urban centers, these markets, at times, overlapped 
and interacted with markets for literature, most apparently in the illustration trade. 
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   Allston’s 1811 The Poor Author and the Rich Bookseller, painted during a brief stay in 
Boston, was a blatant example of the interplay between art and literary economies.
135
  The 
painting is a caricature that portrays a corpulent bookseller in ill-tempered repose as a slender 
author, pockets stuffed with his latest manuscript, presumably plies him for a fair return on his 
work.  The author looks over his shoulder in surprise and disdain as the bookseller’s assistant 
tries to sweep him up with the various refuse of the trade.  The imagery of the painting is not 
subtle: the overstuffed bookseller is posed as an aristocrat sitting for a portrait, with the long 
drape of the tablecloth, quill pens, the cast off globe, and the sleeping spaniel completing the 
vignette.  The bookseller might aspire to the authority that the globe symbolizes, but is ultimately 
undercut by the napping dog, which mimics the bookseller’s position of repose. The spaniel’s 
lazy ignorance of the tumult around it and ignoble position among the refuse clearly satirizes the 
bookseller’s self-importance and authority.  The author, the only figure in the painting disturbed 
by the scene taking place, is angered by his own dispensability but also, perhaps, the youth who 
dispenses him.  The youth promises to become a part of a future generation of booksellers, 
businesspeople unconcerned with the plight of the author.  No such youthful author figure serves 
as a counterpoint to the aspiring bookseller.  It is then up to the author to insure the future of his 
trade by undermining the authority of commerce in the scene, which will seemingly reproduce 
itself.  But it is not a well-heeled Lord Byron or Coleridge who is entrusted with making a place 
for the author in the bookseller’s trade, but a shabby, harried figure with a few rumpled stories or 
poems in tow.   
The Poor Author and the Rich Bookseller bitingly commemorated the state of the arts in 
America in a decade in which Allston would find critical, but not monetary success in poetry 
with The Sylphs of the Season, and in his painting career.  Here the intermediate of trade prevents 
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the bumbling author from achieving the cool, self-assured composure of the idealized Romantic 
poet and keeps the bookseller and his assistant blindly engrossed in the business of commerce 
rather than engaging with the creative work that their efforts produce.  The cabinet painting’s 
audience is left amused, perhaps pitying the rather ridiculous artist, but is not given the tools with 
which to dismantle or resolve the problem of the marriage of book production and commerce in 
the painting.  The work is primarily dedicated to the humorous spectacle of the scene; in the 
fashion of Hogarth, it emphasizes human foibles in the midst of inequity.  The painting does not 
leave its audience with a clear directive or moral imperative, which is commonly absent in 
Allston’s less humorous works as well.  Even a piece as early and seemingly marginal in 
Allston’s career as The Poor Author and the Rich Bookseller belies a tendency in his work to 
conceptualize economies outside of his own, professionalizing background. 
In the course of addressing Allston’s formative role in a dialogue on art production in 
America, I consider also what is at stake when analyzing a formative moment in the history of 
two art forms that subsequently became institutionalized disciplines.  In Picture Theory, W. J. T. 
Mitchell warns against the easy alignment of art and literature, which, when viewed in tandem, 
tend to simply corroborate old ideas about genres or form rather than challenge our perceptions 
of each piece and how it presents meaning.
136
  In other words, studies of art and literature often 
do not produce new knowledge because they do not theorize a method that would offer a new 
perspective on either form.  Critics too frequently seek theoretical corroboration among 
interdisciplinary sources instead of challenging theoretical precepts through the examination of 
sources specific to points of production and circulation.  Such an approach allows critics of 
Allston to view his paintings and writings in terms of specific historical contexts that do not 
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reproduce old assumptions about American Romanticism, which Allston is largely credited with 
establishing in the visual arts.  Contemporary critics such as Marc Redfield are challenging the 
significance of the term “romanticism” itself, bringing into question the validity of the aesthetic 
movement in which older histories foreground Allston.
137
  These challenges to Romanticism’s 
primacy have been a productive method for reintroducing discussions of material production and 
transmission into conversations about the visual arts and literature that romantic philosophy 
notoriously eschews. 
Washington Allston is not well-represented in this new body of criticism, though 
contemporary scholars have begun to apply innovative methodologies to his work.  Sarah Burns 
configures Allston’s artistic paralysis in the face of Belshazzar’s Feast as the result of his 
childhood spent on a Charleston plantation and guilt over his European education, which he 
funded by selling his portion of the family plantation and its slaves.
138
  David Bjelajac, in the 
most recent comprehensive study of Allston, Washington Allston, Secret Societies, and the 
Alchemy of Anglo-American Painting, sees Allston and his struggle with Belshazzar’s Feast as a 
product of his social and political moment, in which Allston feels alienated from the trappings of 
the upper class but fears the rule of the developing middle class.
139
  Both Bjelajac and Burns 
emphasize Allston’s frequent repositioning of himself in his artwork, and, indeed, it is difficult to 
identify another artist in America at the time who was more consistently self-aware of his 
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position in the art coteries of Boston and London, and the larger social landscape of America, 
than Allston.
140
  But even as Burns reopens the most compelling question haunting Allston art 
history scholarship, the reason for his unfinished masterpiece, American art histories continue to 
marginalize Allston.  In his 2003 summation of current art scholarship in the United States, John 
Davis notes that Allston has been omitted entirely from Barbara Groseclose’s Nineteenth-
Century American Art, a well-received undergraduate survey textbook.  Even the most recent 
edited work on Allston, The Correspondence of Washington Allston, edited by Nathalia Wright, 
begins with discouraging commentary on Allston as an American cultural figure:  
Both his portraits and his landscapes, untypical of those of the day, go beyond 
representation, and his aesthetic theory was far in advance of his time.  He was, 
significantly in these respects, the first American artist or writer to win recognition on the 
international scene…Allston was, however, in one sense not a great artist.  He was not 
prolific and he left many unfinished paintings.  His most original works are the 
evocations of a happy or serene mood…It is a serenity arising from transcendence rather 
than from a resolution of conflict, the hallmark of the greatest art.
141
 
 
To say that Allston’s works are “go beyond representation” may imply that they lay claim to 
unfamiliarity, but also implies that they lack formal complexity, at least to the degree that it can 
be critically explored.  Wright acknowledges here that despite the measure of popularity that 
Allston is able to achieve in his lifetime, his art, when viewed in light of the artistic achievement 
of others (a practice which Allston himself endorsed in Lectures on Art) and modern valuations 
on art, fell short of “great”ness.  Such critiques of Allston also more profoundly indicate the lack 
of productive methodologies with which to consider Allston’s concurrent work as a writer and a 
painter, and the relationship between each pursuit.  Ultimately, in order to become a successful 
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national artist, Allston had to participate in the print conversations about art circulating in 
America, making these concurrent pursuits necessarily constitutive of a career in the arts. 
One reason for a lack of consideration of Allston in terms of this dual participation is the 
difficulty of assembling a cohesive archive of writing on art in antebellum America.  By way of 
apology, Karen L. Georgi says of antebellum American art criticism circulating in 1855: “And 
although American art criticism at that moment cannot well be described as provocative or even 
particularly accomplished, the rhetorical choices are often instructive…”142  The tools familiar to 
literary scholars, such as an author’s identity and background, are often not traceable in 
periodical art criticism.  The topics addressed in writing on art are often not cohesive.  What one 
can say in America about art, and what one can say about “American” art (even debates over 
whether the category exists), were topics of international interest in quarterly periodicals and 
newspapers at the turn of the eighteenth century.  Especially post-1813, the debate between 
British and American critics about the validity of American literature and art inflamed nationalist 
sympathies on both sides of the Atlantic. While the aesthetic debate emphasized political 
tensions existing between the two nations, especially over slavery, of primary interest in Sidney 
Smith’s famous dismissal of American artistic production, the resentment also bred at the level 
of rhetoric: British critics seemed reluctant to discuss American works, and American critics too 
seemed uncertain about how to classify and discuss art in the newly-formed United States. 
American artists and writers entering into the marketplace at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century faced two distinct challenges: to make an (hopefully profitable) impression on 
their audience, and to give both critics and their audience a way to talk about and situate new 
works in established cultural frameworks.  As one British critic of American literature insisted, it 
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was not enough simply to circulate in antebellum America; books needed critics to judge and 
promote them: 
It is wonderful how much thought, power, invention and genius, are forever travelling 
their cold unworthy rounds between the shelves of circulating libraries, and the tables and 
pillows of habitual novel readers…whose minds are incapable of discriminating the 
nature of merits of the food they devour, without being read once in many years by any 
one who has either judgment or imagination to understand while he is reading them, or 
memory to retain the smallest impression of their contents once he has laid them 
aside…”143   
 
The critic defined his role as an arbiter of taste contrary to “popular” discrimination of the merits 
of literary works, here akin to mob rule.  American artists and authors faced the challenge of 
constructing works that would be received favorably by the public and by critics, but additionally 
had to establish an aesthetic language that would help them to both encourage and control 
reception.  But more remarkable than the challenge itself was the solution that Allston, 
positioned between both realms, put forward: an oeuvre that travels across the boundaries of 
popular and high art coupled with a literary career that seeks to explore the social existence of 
artists and develop a popular art rhetoric based on simple, universal terms.  In the following three 
sections, I will consider how Allston built this rhetoric, its relationship to his art, and how his 
career became subsumed within broadening conversations about the visual arts that Allston 
expressed anxiety over even as he tried to manipulate them advantageously.  I read this 
progression as an attempt to reconnect with an American audiences who, though they grew better 
informed on his works and career, seemed increasingly difficult to conceptualize and influence 
for Allston. 
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Monaldi and artistic labor 
Our batch for to-day commences with Monaldi, by Washington Alston [sic.] (Boston. 
Ticknor & Fields.) – Painters seldom write well.  We lay down this axiom, without fear 
of contradiction.  The fraternity may retort that writers seldom paint well, but we agree 
with them before-hand, writers do not paint well.  Every man should stick to his trade.
144
 
 
 
In 1841, Washington Allston released what was to be his only novel, Monaldi, for 
publication nearly twenty years after its composition in 1822 for magazine circulation.  The 
novel never reached its audience serially due to the failure of its intended publication venue, 
Richard Henry Dana’s The Idle Man, before it realized circulation.145  Why Allston chose to 
suppress the novel’s publication until late in his career is a matter of critical speculation, 
especially in light of the early success of The Sylphs of the Season, which may have granted him 
a Boston-based audience for the novel in the 1820s.  When the novel finally reached the press in 
the 1840s, under the auspices of the Boston publishers Charles C. Little and James Brown, its 
reception was more extensively dictated by Allston’s renown as a painter.  Most of Allston’s 
periodical reviewers of Monaldi dwelt more extensively on the well-known artist’s turn to prose 
writing rather than the contents of the novel itself, which critics frequently downplayed in favor 
of discussions of the relationship between painting and literature, and how success (however 
each critic might define it) could be achieved in both fields.  Some critics relied on the rhetoric 
of shared spiritual inspiration for the visual and literary arts, comingling the vocabulary of each 
field in hopes of emphasizing this connection and relying on the rhetoric of Romantic 
inspiration, which Allston too sought to explicate in his posthumously published Lectures on Art.  
But others, such as the anonymous critic cited above, were unconvinced by artists and authors 
crossing professional boundaries, choosing to define artistic production as a “trade” rather than a 
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natural outpouring of genius, as Allston tended to reiterate.  This debate attested to the still 
liminal boundaries between artistic professions and, at times, a hesitancy to establish clear 
material or ideological boundaries for each among critics.  Additionally, these mixed opinions 
and shifting rhetorics demonstrated that critics did not exactly know what to make of Allston’s 
literary project, though they felt the need to primarily respond to it in terms of his involvement in 
the visual arts. 
Allston’s novel itself encouraged some of this debate by involving characters practicing 
the literary and visual arts in the primary conflict of the work.  Monaldi documents the lives of a 
fictional painter and poet living in Italy who eventually bring about each other’s downfall.  Why 
Allston chose to release a novel that spelled the doom of two representative artists while 
simultaneously formulating a theoretical clarification of artistic inspiration and production is a 
question that extends beyond genre distinctions.   Theoretically, it queries the very possibility of 
the existence and cultivation of artistic genius.  But it also emphasizes the role that the art-
consuming public had in the lives of artists and writers, especially in light of the fact that the 
conflict between the writer and painter in Monaldi is not sparked by execution distinctions in 
their respective disciplines, but in the renown that each experiences based on their success in the 
art marketplace itself. 
Allston offered no justification for the delay in the novel’s publication; his note simply 
claimed: “It is now published – not with the pretensions of a Novel, but simply as a Tale.”146  
With this brief comment, at once Allston presented himself a competent reader of literary genre 
and a self-effacing member of the literary marketplace.  His assignation of “Tale” to the novel 
served as an apology for its narrative shortcomings; it emphasized the melodramatic and 
spectacular elements of the plot rather than the crafting of the work itself, and certainly 
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referenced Hawthorne’s use of the term in his magazine fiction and collected stories.  Monaldi 
was Allston’s reentry into the literary world, meant to anticipate his lecture tour and to capitalize 
upon increasing interest in him as an artist and cultural figure following his 1839 retrospective.  
It is clear that Allston wished his work to be taken as a popular intervention into a literary 
marketplace that he does not feel entirely legitimate within, and anticipated that the work would 
be instructive or entertaining to a mass audience.  Monaldi achieved modest success and 
circulation in Allston’s lifetime.  But Allston’s assumption at the age of 43 that Monaldi would 
engross a periodical audience or, at 62, that the novel, long since set aside, was a productive 
accompaniment to his career as a painter, is indicative of the fact that the issues that surfaced in 
composing the novel had galled Allston since its completion to the extent that he sought a mass 
audience for his thoughts.   
The novel picks up the fundamental concepts within his most successful paintings 
(primarily man’s paradoxical moral existence) and pairs them with a plot meant to tantalize the 
reader with elements of gothic-influenced melodrama.  In the end, the degree to which the novel 
either communicates its philosophical purpose or entertains the reader is questionable, and the 
untimely demise of its primary characters underscores the novel’s difficult and unsatisfactory 
plot resolution.  It seems at the novel’s conclusion that the finest and most base artists are 
doomed to be embroiled in the petty jealousies of everyday life and ultimately to be destroyed by 
them, leaving only the surviving impressions of their suffering in their creations. 
Allston began Monaldi with a rumination on the landscape of Italy focalized through his 
narrator, an American gentleman traveling in for pleasure through Europe.  The narrator muses:  
There is sometimes so striking a resemblance between the autumnal sky of Italy and that 
of New England at the same season, that when the peculiar features of the scenery are 
obscured by twilight it needs but little aid of the imagination in an American traveller to 
fancy himself in his own country; the bright orange of the horizon, fading into a low 
90 
 
yellow, and here and there broken by a slender bar of molten gold, with the broad mass of 
pale apple-green blending above, and the sheet of deep azure over these, gradually 
darkening to the zenith – all carry him back to his dear home. (7) 
 
From the very outset of the novel, Allston attempted to bridge the gap between the familiar 
world of New England and quotidian landscape scenes and the realm of high art, Italy, and its 
pigmented vistas.  The narrator, no more than a casual spectator to both the art and landscapes of 
Italy, easily slips into the language of landscape painting when presented with a scene of beauty, 
and is able to relate that beauty to a scene familiar to him, as if the relationship is apparent.   
Allston introduced richly descriptive prose in the opening of the novel, invoking perhaps not the 
landscape of New England itself but the landscape paintings that portrayed New England sunsets 
in dazzling tints.
147
  This likening of the Italian and New England landscapes subtly links each 
region’s artistic productions as well, offering American artists the opportunity to execute works 
and to be equally as inspired by the Hudson River as Rome.  The novel’s invocation of New 
England as a proper landscape substitute for Italy also offered readers unfamiliar with Europe an 
opportunity to find instant recognition in the landscapes of New England.  Because Allston’s 
novel was to be circulated initially in a New England-based periodical, and ultimately did find a 
printing venue in Boston, the assumption that its readership would be familiar with New 
England’s vistas (and the artistic productions inspired by the region) is sensible, and speaks to 
Allston’s understanding of circulation patterns for his work, at least in the early 1820s. 
 The narrator’s reverie is cut short, however, by a carriage accident, which signals the 
beginning of the melodramatic plot that will guide the rest of the novel.  In his pursuit of shelter, 
he finds in a nearby monastery which is, by happenstance, locally renowned for its art collection, 
and encounters two scenes of horror: the sight of a depraved peasant in the moonlight, who 
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ultimately is revealed to be the protagonist of the novel, and subsequently a portrait of Satan, 
painted by the protagonist, kept hidden from view in the monastery proper.  The narrator 
describes his morbid interest in both scenes, “a fascination in fearful objects,” but emphasizes his 
inability to properly discern his encounter with either.
148
  The narrator considers speaking to the 
peasant, but ultimately chooses to stay silent: “I felt I could touch no chord of a mind so fearfully 
unstrung, and that words would but fall upon his brain like drops of water upon marble” (ibid.).  
Here comparisons to art fail to elucidate the peasant’s trance-like state: he remains a chord 
unsounded, marble unhewn.  While the figure seems to have, at one time, expressed human 
emotions and passions, he appears to have regressed to a state of pre-creation in the narrator’s 
mind. 
Similarly, the narrator is so disquieted by the paradox of the “appalling beauty of the 
King of Hell” when confronted with the portrait that he is forced to look away as “frightful 
discord vibrated through my whole frame” (25).  The scene in which the narrator encounters the 
portrait of Satan is described in sublime terms: he is first so overwhelmed by the blinding light 
entering the room through a skylight that he is unable to see anything at all, and subsequently, 
after adjustment, is so wholly overcome by the portrait of Satan itself that he is unable to process 
the scale of the work.  Says the narrator: “The light (which descended from above) was so 
powerful, that for nearly a minute I could distinguish nothing…I then put up my hand to shade 
my eyes, when – the fearful vision is even now before me – I seemed to be standing before an 
abyss in space, boundless and black” (14 – 5).  Here the narrator is struck by an overabundance 
of sensory information that ultimately yields the impression of “boundless” space, dwarfing the 
narrator even before he views the artwork itself.  The sublime sensory response is quickly 
replaced by the dramatic emotional conflict that the narrator experiences once able to 
                                                             
148 Washington Allston, Monaldi, 11. 
92 
 
comprehend the painting itself, which features a Caravaggio-like representation of Satan upon 
his throne, with a genuflecting worshipper at his feet.  The narrator emphasizes that no portion of 
the work yields relief from the disconcerting emotions that the painting inspires, drawing the 
immediate disquietude that the narrator experienced when first viewing the painting into the 
narrator’s experience of the work as well. 
 What ultimately brings clarity to the addled narrator is the revelation of a manuscript that 
elucidates how and why the monastery came to house the portrait and how the peasant came to 
dwell in agony just beyond its confines.  The narrator’s story, a framing device for the bulk of 
the novel, pauses, as the tale of the artist who created the portrait of Satan unfolds.  The story 
begins at a seminary in Bologna and introduces two school chums, Maldura, a poet celebrated 
for his brilliance but incurably arrogant, and Monaldi, quiet, passed over, but soon to be the most 
celebrated painter in Italy.  The pair serves as the artistic poles of the novel; one seeks fame but 
does not have the creativity to make that fame a reality, and one stumbles upon fame as the result 
of natural artistic affinities.  Maldura pursues authorship as a career but falters because of a lack 
of creativity in his work – his skill lies solely in the technical aspects of literature.  Monaldi, 
whose paintings embodied “the rare union of intense feeling and lofty imagination,” enchanted 
their audiences by their ability to impart an immediate emotional impression (28).  Unlike 
Maldura, whom Allston casts as “bold, grasping, and ostentatious,” focused on achieving renown 
as an author rather than perfecting his art, Monaldi is able to cultivate interiority, “…a world of 
his own, where thoughts and feelings, filling the place of men and things, could always supply 
him with occupation and amusement” (19, 20).  It is this remove from society that seems to make 
Monaldi all the more the authentic participant in it.  Monaldi is able to cultivate sympathy for his 
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peers and the affection of Rosalia, a model and muse of artists all over Italy, because of his frame 
of mind, which Allston labels as that of a painter (24).  
Monaldi’s emotional connection to his audience is emphasized by the critic, generally 
cast as the enemy of new art, who reviews his first exhibition:  “‘If I do not place your form and 
expression first, ‘t is not that I undervalue them; they are both true and elevated; yet, with all 
their grandeur and power, I should still hold you wanting in one essential, had you not thus 
infused the human emotion into the surrounding elements.  This is the poetry of the art; the 
highest nature” (29).  For the critic, Monaldi’s emotionally charged historical painting possesses 
the immediacy of language, or its “poetry,” specifically because it communicates without 
dependence upon the formal elements of art and traditional understandings of skill.  This 
immediacy with which the critic embraces Monaldi’s work is all the more surprising when 
considering how Allston casts the critic as conservative and staid throughout the rest of the 
novel: “It is not, however, to be supposed that the claims of the new style were to be allowed at 
once, since it required not only the acquisition of a new taste, but the abandoning of an old one.  
In what is called a critical age, which is generally that which follows an age of production, it is 
rarely that an original author is well received at once” (26).  Monaldi has been able to achieve 
quick success because his art has managed something truly revolutionary: the merging of the 
visual grandeur of historical painting with the immediacy of language.  His success manages to 
overcome any early critical protest by escaping the vocabulary of criticism; it instead meets with 
“a kindred mind,” who, “with lover-like enthusiasm,” will ultimately spread this love through 
“the echo of like minds” (27).  Monaldi’s art does not exist in the material reality of, for 
example, Allston’s harried author in The Poor Author and the Rich Bookseller.  Monaldi’s work 
is understood and transmitted almost spiritually, by virtue of its own truth and morality. 
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 By contrast, it is Maldura’s participation in the critical dialogue taking place about his 
work that first inspires a desire for “vengeance” and ultimately drives the conflict of the novel.  
Maldura’s dialogue with the count Piccini, who recounts each critic’s opinion of Maldura’s 
recently published poem, is both the longest passage of dialogue in the novel and the least 
gratifying: the critics’ statements are nondescriptive and vapid.  Says one critic: “…he had no 
doubt that he should have been delighted with the poem, could he have taken hold of it; but it 
was so en regle, and like a hundred others, that it put him in the mind of what is called a polished 
gentleman, who talks and bows, and slips through a great crowd without leaving any impression” 
(35).  The critic phrases his critique cleverly, but says little more than that the poem is like other 
poems.  Piccini goes on to recall: “Another person, whose name I have forgotten, praised the 
versification, but objected to the thoughts…because they had all been long ago known to be 
good” (35 – 6).  Here the critic, whose assessment is not even significant enough to be 
memorable as a specific thinker, objects to perhaps the themes of the poem and their familiarity, 
though the opposite, which Maldura refers to as “absurd” ideas, would most likely also be 
objectionable (35).   
As Piccini’s summation of the critics’ meeting unfolds, protests to Maldura’s poem 
become increasingly incomprehensible, until the most respected critic at the gathering, Alfieri, 
offers the least tangible criticism of all: nothing.  Maldura raves: “Could he not find one little 
spark of genius in me to kindle up his own, and consume my base assassins?  No – he saw them 
pounce upon and embowel me, and yet said nothing” (38).  Maldura’s anger at the unsaid 
dismissal is in direct contrast to the unspoken community that Monaldi’s paintings can bring 
among “kindred spirits”; the lack of spoken words for Maldura’s work alienates him from his 
own artistic and critical community, as bankrupt as it may be. 
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While Monaldi’s fame in the art world develops into popular social renown, Maldura, by 
this point in the novel a recognizable failure in the literary world, grows increasingly jealous of 
Monaldi’s success.  Maldura and Monaldi inevitably fall in love with the same woman, the 
angelic Rosalia, who chooses to marry Monaldi.  What transpires is a revenge plot reminiscent of 
Othello: Monaldi is informed of Rosalia’s duplicity in a letter and attempts to murder her, only to 
subsequently discover that the information he has received about Rosalia is false, a fiction 
created by Maldura. Monaldi depends on the transparency of text to illustrate his wife and 
muse’s duplicity, but ultimately realizes that the true duplicity lies in the letters and gossip that 
lead him to mistrust the inspiration for his art.   
Maldura, learning of Monaldi’s attack, immediately regrets his actions and sets out to 
find Monaldi, whom he eventually discovers living in a hovel in the Italian countryside, slipping 
in and out of sanity.  Maldura confesses his deceit and Monaldi’s madness becomes permanent; 
he is simply unable to conceive of Maldura’s falseness.  Despite his madness, Monaldi captures 
Maldura’s duplicity in the aforementioned painting of Satan, which the narrator reflects upon at 
the novel’s closing upon discovering the insane and now dying Monaldi living in a nearby 
cottage.  As Monaldi dies, the narrator reflects on the transcendence that he seems to undergo, 
and ultimately his death becomes the aesthetic climax of the novel: “…it seemed as if I could see 
his soul raying through his eyes, and already pass into it; holding communion, even by those 
bodily organs, with the just made perfect.  I was so overpowered by his holy vision (for so I 
might almost call it) that my eyes involuntarily fell – when I raised them again he was gone” 
(253). The narrator’s moment of transcendence sets off his earlier awe in the presence of 
Monaldi’s painting of Satan.  While each brought forth a powerful emotive response in him, it is 
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only Monaldi’s death, the final resolution of Maldura’s crime, which offers spiritual 
transcendence for the narrator. 
 Maldura, Monaldi’s doppelganger, contains all of the artistic flaws that Allston would 
come to deplore in Lectures on Art.  Yet it is also clear that without the presence of Maldura that 
Monaldi could not have achieved his most significant aesthetic accomplishments.  Martyrdom is 
Monaldi’s only path to transcendent artistic achievement.  Maldura’s role in Monaldi’s downfall 
ultimately becomes his own path to spiritual transcendence; after revealing his plot to Monaldi, 
Maldura becomes a monk at the convent which will house Monaldi’s painting, and spends the 
rest of his life atoning for his sins.  In the end, the writer gives the artist what he lacks: a 
chronological explanation of Maldura’s deceit, a narrative that, like the bits and pieces that make 
up Rosalia’s seeming duplicity, Monaldi cannot correctly assemble on his own.  Monaldi grants 
Maldura access to an emotional and spiritual ontology that his technically adept prose lacks.  But 
the benefits of this transcendence, understood to be self-evident in that each man comes to 
understand the truth of his respective position in life, seems dubious when no character escapes 
perdition in Monaldi. While the novel established the connections between art and spirituality 
that will become central to Allston’s Lectures on Art, it did so wholly at the expense of its 
characters, who while seemingly ennobled by their suffering, still managed to achieve no 
longevity in Italy’s art world, in which each participated (Monaldi as a painter, Maldura as a 
writer, and Rosalia as a model).   
Allston began his characters’ falls from a precarious height: Renaissance Italy, which, in 
Allston’s mind, provided lavish patronage for artists and writers of skill.  Monaldi is a well-
known public figure, and his popularity allows Maldura to hear gossip among critics and friends 
of Monaldi’s success and marriage, ultimately inspiring Maldura’s revenge plot.  Allston’s 
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indictment of the art-consuming public, or, more broadly conceived, the gossip-consuming 
public, was biting in Monaldi and grossly anachronistic; the fame Allston created for Monaldi is 
much more a vision of Allston’s nineteenth-century fame than the fame of an artist living in 
Renaissance Italy, and Allston’s use of paper circulation at key points in the novel emphasizes 
this.  But it is also important to note that the intrusion of artistic medium and its method of 
transmission in Monaldi because its power in the course of the novel is notable.  It is not simply 
that language, in all of its diverse forms, is deceptive in the novel, and only painting can transmit 
truths; after all, Maldura finds salvation as a monk, a follower of the Bible, and Monaldi’s 
portrait of Satan is an artistic triumph because it so clearly presents a disquieting ambiguity.  
Instead, Monaldi seems to claim that artistic work designed to inhabit highly controlled spaces is 
the only art form that can illustrate genuine emotion and inspire transcendence in its audience.  
As stated previously, Monaldi’s death is the most profound and visionary work of art presented 
in the novel, and it is only through happenstance that the narrator of the novel views the scene.  
The narrator experiences the same, immediate emotional impression that the critic of Monaldi’s 
artwork purports to feel, and attempts to reach through the text, through lush and almost 
decadent descriptions of Monaldi’s passing, and contact an audience as receptive to the 
emotional impact of the scene as himself.  Allston’s undertaking at the end of Monaldi was 
ambitious, to say the least, and necessitated a scripted reader response that the novel’s audience 
seemed to lack. 
Critics of the novel did not express any feelings of transcendence after experiencing 
Monaldi either, as published reviews document.
149
  Reviews tended to be mixed for Monaldi, 
                                                             
149 A review published in The Dial and attributed to Margaret Fuller in the marginalia of the volume consulted, very 
clearly stated that while the novel did invoke, at times, beauty found in natural order, it did not inspire transcendent 
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and even the novel’s greatest supporters seemed more entranced with the story as a melodrama 
composed by a well-known artist than a novel that reshaped the way that its readers approach the 
visual arts.  Critics also tended to read Monaldi in terms of its author’s refusal to create within 
the boundaries of disciplines. While some critics, such as the anonymous correspondent for The 
Albion quoted at the outset of this section, saw Allston’s attempts to cross into prose work 
wrongheaded, some used Allston’s literary productions to challenge the boundaries between the 
disciplines themselves.  Said an anonymous critic for The Southern Literary Messenger in 1842: 
“The elements which make up the true Artist, be he painter, sculptor, or architect, have the same 
origin with those which make up the poet; they seem unalike, more from their style of dress, than 
they really are in their own nature…”150  The Southern Literary Messenger critic described the 
production of art in clearly Romantic terms, even referencing, almost by default, one of the most 
favored sculptures among Romantic theorists, to illustrate his disciplinary argument: “As an 
example: the structured agonies of the Laocoon afford as fit and fine a study for the painter, as 
they have done for the poet” (ibid.).151  While each artistic discipline might offer its challenges 
and benefits (the author mentioned that words tend to be more static than paint, but paint cannot 
capture change over time), each arises from the same source, and each can communicate art’s 
ideals equally as well in the critic’s estimation.  
 Of course, what critics such as the writer from The Southern Literary Messenger omitted 
were the material constraints of producing specific forms of art, constraints that Allston felt 
sharply when trying to find ready supplies of pigment for oil painting or a work venue large 
                                                             
 
150 “Monaldi,” The Southern Literary Messenger, April 1842, 386. 
 
151 The Laocoon’s centrality to Romantic critics is well-established, but for the work’s significance in dictating 
Romantic interpretation of the visual arts, see Frederick Burwick, “Lessing’s Laokoon and the Rise of Visual 
Hermeneutics” Poetics Today 20.2 (Summer 1999): p. 219 – 72. 
 
99 
 
enough to house his massive canvases.  Yet this omission of productive constraints was generally 
absent from reviews of Monaldi; it was as if producing a novel is essentially the same project as 
executing a painting, only utilizing different tools: “We believe that they who lay down Monaldi, 
thrilling with its intense interest, will feel that its spirit is in harmony with that which breathes 
from the other productions of the same right hand, as they glow and speak to us from the 
canvass.  The same order of intellect and taste is revealed in all.”152  Distinctions among the 
modes of production of each form of art appeared negligible for most reviewers, who simply 
read Allston’s work as an author as an extension of his genius as a painter, or, following popular 
Romantic discourse, the natural effusions of a soul invested in the pursuit of beauty. 
Where critics started to note material differences among the forms, regardless of whether 
their critical alignments tended towards Romantic philosophy, nationalist pride, or praise of 
celebrity, was circulation.
153
  As an anonymous critic for Arcturus noted in 1841: “Few can hunt 
out the pictures, from the privacy and seclusion of wealthy families, in which this spirit is 
expressed; fewer still can read its emphasis in the lofty self-possession of these paintings, for all, 
it may be here discovered in the tale of Monaldi.”154  A critic from The New-York Review even 
feared that Allston might forsake painting altogether for the literary marketplace just to achieve a 
closer relationship with “the public eye” than his paintings, with their sequestered display, had 
afforded him.
155
  Allston’s critics were aware that his literary works could achieve more 
exposure to audiences than his paintings, and even went as far as to say that the literary works 
might be more accessible to a broader audience than his paintings, bringing a unique, additional 
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value to his work in the visual arts.  One critic went so far as to call for additional published 
works from Allston for this very reason; in order to better educate the reading public, which 
might include painters like Allston as well as interested dilettantes, the critic calls for all extant 
texts by Allston to be published and circulated scant months after his death, including all existing 
personal correspondence.
156
  Conversely, a critic for The Boston Quarterly Review, who readily 
admitted that he neither understood Allston’s paintings nor Allston’s novel (but in equal 
measure), complemented his publisher at length on the quality of the circulating volume itself: 
“We cannot close without saying, that the book is got up in a beautiful style, successfully 
competing with the best specimens we have seen of English printing. There is no necessity any 
longer of importing English editions for the sake of having finely printed books.  We can print as 
well and send out books in as good a style in Boston, as they can in London.”157  Clearly, 
circulation had multiple valences for Allston’s reviewers: it could guarantee exposure for a 
broader audience for Allston, perhaps even broader than Allston himself predicted; it could 
educate a broader base of Americans on the tenets of Allston’s art philosophy, who, through lack 
of exposure or education, might not be able to glean meaning from his paintings themselves; and, 
lacking those two outcomes, it could provide quality shelving décor for those that could not 
adorn their parlors with Allston’s painted works.  In each of these cases, the volume also served 
as a testament to labor beyond Allston’s fictional process; the volume could be seen as 
instructional in terms of understanding artistic production and interpretation, and attested to the 
quality of the print industry labor in Boston. 
The two most lengthy and thorough critiques of Monaldi appeared in The North 
American Review and included more substantial and nuanced analysis of the relationship 
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between the visual arts and literature (and the labor they entail) than their periodical 
counterparts.  The anonymous reviewer for The North American Review distinguished between 
the audience response that the visual arts and literature yield: 
Art and literature, it is true, rest upon the same essential principles of taste, upon the same 
deep and everlasting principles of nature.  But they differ in methods and materials.  The 
artist has the great advantage of addressing himself to the mind and the heart through the 
senses; of presenting to the spectator forms, that all but live, and move, and breathe; that 
speak in feature, look, and action, of the passions which their author meant to impress 
upon them.  The poet, and the novelist, on the contrary, have to trust the more vague and 
uncertain medium of words, phrases, sounds.  To affect a reader, is a subtler and perhaps 
more difficult process, than to move the feelings of a spectator.
158
  
 
While other reviewers acknowledged the formal distinctions between painting and writing in 
reviews of Allston, none arrived at the conclusion that the visual arts more readily (and even 
easily) appeal to their audiences than literature, a medium which, as the previously mentioned 
reviewer from Arcturus claimed, was more familiar to the bulk of the American population than 
the fine arts.  This distinction could speak to the readership of The North American Review, who 
may have had the means and connections to have ready knowledge of the fine arts, but speaks 
more insistently to the bias in English Romantic discourse against the visual arts when compared 
to literary pursuits.
159
  The idea that writers worked harder to capture their audiences than 
painters, who had the benefit of immediate sensory reception, denied the interpretive process that 
educated viewers of art undertook to develop an interpretation of a painting; simply capturing the 
immediate attention of a viewer did not guarantee reception.  The North American Review critic 
ultimately concluded that Allston’s novel, while a considerable accomplishment for the artist, 
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operated too much like a series of paintings, capturing the readers’ interest at moments with 
melodramatic scenes, but failing to build verity in character development and plot over its 
course. 
 Ultimately, Monaldi and the criticism that circulated in its wake challenged the ways in 
which the literary and visual arts marketplaces labeled their producers and the success to which a 
figure in either field could transgress codifying professional boundaries.  The novel’s reception 
also speaks to the authority that Romantic discourse found in American periodicals in the early 
part of the nineteenth century, and demonstrates that, by the 1840s, its hold on the critical 
discourse in American periodicals was neither absolute nor necessarily extensive.  While 
Monaldi itself may have advocated for a preserved Romantic ontology in a world consumed by 
materialist impulses, from the perspective of Bryan Jay Wolf, that message was largely lost on 
its readership in 1841.
160
  What Monaldi did cultivate was a discourse on artistic circulation and 
production that demonstrated conflicted perspectives on what producing for the American 
reading market meant, who should attempt it, and how authors’ works should be defined.  
Allston ultimately sought to revive Romantic ideals in his last work intended for public 
consumption, Lectures on Art, which attempted to take up Monaldi’s themes, albeit in a very 
different form. 
 
Lectures on Art and the Problems of Proliferation 
Allston’s most enduring theoretical production, Lectures on Art, unfinished in his lifetime 
but presented to limited audiences before Allston’s sudden death, was intended to be the 
manuscript for a profitable lecture tour that engaged the subject of the visual arts and their 
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production in an erudite but accessible fashion.  Lectures on Art was Allston’s last, wholly self-
directed projects, begun in anticipation of a lecture tour that would allow Allston to work and 
profit as his health slowly declined.  It is a summation of the art philosophy that Allston had been 
privately working out over the last decades of his life.  Lectures did not present a wholly 
revolutionary form or view on how to create and interpret art; following the style of Sir Joshua 
Reynolds, each lecture considered a formal element of the visual arts and its Renaissance 
practitioners and elaborated on how elements like “Form” and “Composition” shaped the visual 
arts, primarily painting.  Allston rejected Reynolds’s emphasis on method, instead, following 
Coleridge, privileging art’s emotional impact on its audience before its specificity of form.161  
Following Kant, Allston also argued for beauty’s universality, and expressed confidence that 
truly great art could be felt and understood by any cultivated individuals regardless of their 
historical moment.  Allston clearly admired ambition in artistic practice, and expressed sympathy 
for artists who aimed to achieve more than they could in practice, namely Michelangelo, 
regarding whom Allston comments: “…the failures of great men are our most profitable lessons, 
-- provided only, that we have hearts and heads to respond to their success.”162  The collection of 
essays reflected this nostalgia for the great artists of the past, among whom Allston sought to 
identify successes and idiosyncratic failures; Allston even concluded his final essay, 
“Composition,” with a tribute to the dead: 
The Artist…must needs owe much to the living, and more to the dead, who are virtually 
his companions…For the dead in Art may well be likened to the hardy pioneers of our 
own country, who have successively cleared before us the swamps and forests that would 
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have obstructed out progress, and opened to us lands which the efforts of no individual, 
however persevering, would enable him to reach. (164) 
 
It is difficult to read such passages as anything but a eulogy to Allston himself, who left the 
Lectures unfinished at the time of his death.  Allston’s repurposing of British and Continental 
Romantic philosophy in his Lectures served as the organizing tribute to his career which 
Belshazzar, which Richard Henry Dana famously termed Allston’s “shroud,” could never have 
been.
163
  The Lectures, first published in Dana’s 1850 collected volume of Allston’s works, also 
did much to position Allston as the pioneer in a nascent field, American art, in which Allston 
perceived himself to be both a forefather and the continuance of a long tradition of artist 
intellectuals.   
Allston’s Lectures can be seen as an antidote to the social conflicts of Monaldi, a didactic 
discussion of inspiration and artistic practice that engages with a select coterie of well-known 
artists, living and dead.  As such, Lectures did more to synthesize genteel understandings of art 
during the first half of the nineteenth century than present revolutionary claims.  Allston’s basic 
unit of consciousness in Lectures is the Idea, which he further dissected into two forms: primary 
ideas, which are manifestations of objective reality, and secondary ideas, which are mental 
processes that Allston terms “the reflex product, so to speak, of the mental constitution.”164  All 
Ideas, which, following Plato, Allston saw as the highest form of which any concept can exist in 
the mind, are the vehicle through which reality becomes cognizable.  Allston dthe source of 
Ideas as “Power,” an uncognizable supreme organizing force, similar to a deity but lacking an 
interpersonal relationship with humanity.  Allston’s conception of “Power” here was quite 
similar to its manifestation in Belshazzar’s Feast: it is the unseen hand that can compose one’s 
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fate, but is no more familiar or comprehensible for having done so.  While it is tempting to 
extend this power to the artist himself, who might present a transcendent truth on canvas, as in 
Monaldi, Allston very clearly did not do so.  The artist in Lectures is both subject to the burden 
of history, the legacy of artists that preceded him, which the work does much to elucidate, and 
the material existence of the painting.  This material existence was variously described as the 
artwork’s formal composition and its existence in time and space, or its relationship to the 
cultural moment that produced and received it. 
Allston’s identification of both the philosophical and material existence of art allowed 
him to create a chronology of art’s development and develop his concept of “Harmony,” which, 
as one might surmise, is the productive relationship of ideas to each other which enables Beauty.  
Allston claimed that there can only be one true idea of Beauty, which artists may conceive of 
differently depending on their phase in life (30).  Thus, beautiful art objects may come in various 
forms, but each will be recognizable as beautiful because of its relationship to the true Idea of 
Beauty.  Allston followed Kant in his assertion of universal concepts of Truth and Beauty as well 
as any number of British Romantic thinkers, Coleridge key among them due to his close 
friendship with Allston.  Allston’s intercession in this theory might have been his sense of 
currency in communicating it; said Allston at the outset of his “Introductory Discourse”: 
It might seem, indeed, to an unreflecting observer, that our physical necessities, which, 
truly estimated, are few and simple, have rather been increased than diminished by the 
civilized man.  But this is not true; for, if a wider duty is imposed on the senses, it is only 
to minister to the increased demands of the imagination, which is now so mingled with 
our every-day concerns, even with our dress, houses, and furniture, that, except with the 
brutalized, the purely sensuous wants might almost be said to have become extinct: with 
the cultivated and refined, they are at least so modified as to be no longer prominent. (9) 
 
Allston here was concerned that the genteel class’s taste for furniture may be usurping its 
attention to art, which gratifies one’s “purely sensuous” longing for beauty, the prominent topic 
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of the rest of the discourse.  His concern that the stuff of mass culture had come to falsely satisfy 
the natural human desire for beauty would become increasingly common throughout his career, 
but his antidote to mass culture, a backwards-looking focus on the accumulated heritage of high 
art and the artist’s responsibility to it, will not become commonplace in discussions of American 
aesthetics until Eliot and the high modernists, and even then would not come to dominate until 
the subsequent critical generation, the New Critics, ingested and transmitted it.  While Lectures 
on Art did not obsessively consider its critical moment, it did propose a broadening of critical 
discourse on and understanding of the history of art and artists, “…our great predecessors 
[through whom] we may be said to possess a multiplied life,” to counteract the quickly 
diversifying presence of material goods and concerns in everyday life. 
 When compared to Monaldi, Lectures on Art called forth a similar villain in everyday 
life: the inability to discern true art from false, deceitful productions from ones that present 
legitimate beauty.  But Lectures on Art seemed to offer the possibility of an artistic persona that 
was not wholly sacrificial.  There was value and companionship in the interiority that Monaldi so 
naturally cultivates, and that interiority could be didactically cultivated in a population that was 
becoming increasingly less sensitive to its existence.  In other words, an audience receptive to art 
could still be constructed, specifically through text meant to proliferate among receptive minds in 
controlled venues before reaching the press.  But controlled proliferation of text and ideas in the 
literary marketplace of Allston’s time was a paradox; a text cannot both circulate and exist 
wholly in a rarefied space, especially as the spaces that art inhabits became increasingly 
permeable through investment in advertising and circulating art.  The immediacy of art’s 
communication to its audience that Allston imagined as an antidote to the chatter that inevitably 
interrupted it could only potentially exist in a private gallery, a space that allowed for 
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unmediated communion between art and artist.  But, as Allston’s attempt to transform his studio 
into just such a space in the 1830s reveals, such chatter was difficult to silence.  
 Lectures on Art was notably silent on the pressures of material production and trade 
distinctions that made up so much of the criticism leveled at Monaldi; Allston attempted to 
combat such reactions by explaining much of his response in the same theoretical terms that 
Monaldi supported.  But the insights that Lectures on Art afford on Allston’s approach to 
controlled circulation inform scholars of nineteenth-century American literature of just how 
conflicted America’s leading historical painter was about expanding networks of art and literary 
distribution, and how insistently he retreated to counteract the anxiety he found in the press.  
This anxiety would be manifested within his studio space as well, infecting even his most private 
space. 
 
Writing on the Wall: Allston’s Private Productions 
In the spring of 1830, Washington Allston moved from the comfortable social circles of 
Boston to Cambridgeport, Massachusetts, and into what would be his studio space until his death 
in 1843.  His Cambridgeport studio afforded him the space to work on what had by then become 
a popular subject of idle speculation among American and British art critics, Belshazzar’s Feast.  
The painting, which had been commissioned in 1817 but was not finished within Allston’s 
lifetime, was intended to be his masterwork.
165
  Its scale is massive; at 16 feet wide by 12 feet 
high, it was the largest canvas Allston had ever attempted.  Allston chose an auspicious and 
popular compositional subject for Belshazzar; Rembrandt and Allston’s instructor at the Royal 
Academy, Benjamin West, had already completed renowned paintings of the biblical story, 
Handel made it the subject of an oratorio, and Lord Byron had recalled it in Hebrew Melodies, a 
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series of poems set to song and published in 1815, in addition to less well-known incarnations. 
The story was of interest to artists for both its compositional possibilities, or as Washington 
Irving put it in a letter to Allston in 1817 “…affording scope for all the beauties & glories of the 
pencil...”, and its dramatic plot, in which Belshazzar’s fate is revealed in glowing letters written 
by an invisible hand on the wall of his palace.
166
  The biblical story is the source of the colloquial 
phrase “the writing is on the wall,” or a fate that one has long been ignoring is now apparent, and 
the drama of Allston’s painting centers on how each participant in the scene interprets the fate of 
the king and his kingdom, Babylon.
167
  Indeed, Allston was attentive to each celebrant’s 
confusion and fear after the prophet Daniel’s pronouncement of Belshazzar’s doom; not only do 
the eleven foreground figures each demonstrate clear and unique emotive responses, but the 
supporting cast of hundreds in the wings of the palace also react in individual vignettes, wailing, 
gesticulating, swooning, even dueling in response to the prophecy.  Allston executed each aspect 
of the work using glazing, a painstaking variation on oil painting in which Allston used thin 
layers of pigment to gradually build color on his canvases.  It is perhaps little wonder that 
Allston could not bring himself to unroll and hang the painting to begin work on it again until 
1839, nine years after securing a studio that could house it.
168
  Even then Allston kept Belshazzar 
draped when not working on it, giving his colleagues and acquaintances little indication of what 
lay beneath. 
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Allston’s studio became a repository of half-finished paintings and sketches for large-
scale historical paintings, as well as his literary portfolio, consisting of numerous unpublished 
poems and drafts of his Lectures on Art.  But perhaps his most idiosyncratic form of literary 
production in light of his consuming work on Belshazzar were aphorisms written on his studio 
walls.  Richard Henry Dana Jr., Allston’s nephew by marriage and an executor of his estate, 
published the aphorisms as a part of Lectures on Art, and Poems, by Washington Allston, an 
anthology of Allston’s writings, in 1850.  Dana catalogued forty-four aphorisms in all, along 
with two more lengthy passages recorded on the back of a pencil sketch and in a book of 
sketches respectively, perhaps passing thoughts that Allston intended to distill into aphoristic 
prose at a later time. 
Only one of these passages was attributed to an author other than Allston (a quote from 
Henry Fuseli, one of Allston’s professors at the Royal Academy), though others recalled 
contemporary religious thought.
169
  Some seemed to be paraphrases of folk wisdom, for instance: 
“The greatest of all fools is the proud fool, -- who is at the mercy of every fool he meets.”170  
Despite the varying lengths (some taking up as much as a half page of printed text) and sources 
of the aphorisms, their thematic similarities were apparent.  Allston’s aphorisms praised 
originality and independence on the part of artists, who must value their art first and please their 
audiences only by the self-evident virtues of their works.  Such an approach to art theoretically 
built community among practitioners: “If an Artist love his Art for its own sake, he will delight 
in excellence wherever he meets it, as well in the work of another as in his own.  This is the test 
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of a true love” (167).  Aphorisms such as this presented art as affective and virtuous, a self-
evident, positive force that could only serve to unite like minds. 
But the aphorisms also considered, perhaps more profoundly, the bitter antecedents of 
originality and independence: want for material comforts, popularity and praise, arrogance, 
selfishness, and vanity.  Six documented the act of lying and its consequences.
171
  And all those 
that addressed fame and originality in particular emphasized the need for a receptive mind or 
group of minds to identify the truth and value in an artwork.  Allston insisted that “…all truth 
demands a response, and few people care to think; yet they must have something to supply the 
place of thought.”172  For Allston, this might have been the voice of the ignorant critic, whom he 
chided in an aphorism, or the artist who operated merely as a technical mimic, or “mechanic,” 
whom Allston also addressed (171).  These aphorisms echoed the conflict between artist and 
audience, and artist and patron, which emerged in some of Allston’s earliest writings and which 
he continued to ruminate on throughout his life.  Enlightened art communities degrade and 
crumble in Monaldi; the artist/fiend can only create beauty by violently grinding a maiden into 
pigments for his canvas in “The Paint King;” and Lectures on Art, Allston’s unfinished art theory 
treatise, concluded, as it was, in an elegy.   
Allston’s aphorisms made up a personal gallery of text on display as he worked.  They 
represented efforts to try to reconcile his increasingly fragmented public persona and the 
conflicting expectations put on him as America’s most notable artistic genius, and poor 
investment on the part of the patrons of Belshazzar.  The question of how these aphorisms 
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functioned, as incontrovertible or unrecognized truth, speaks to how Allston interpreted the role 
of text’s relationship to the visual arts.  The aphorisms further served to organize and privatize 
the debates on art that circulated in America at the time.  Allston gleaned the tenets of these 
debates from some of his close associates in Europe, including Benjamin West and Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, as well as Sir Joshua Reynolds’ pervasive Discourses on Art.  Much like 
Belshazzar’s first look at the glowing letters which spelled out his fate, Allston must have 
viewed his aphorisms as instructive but oblique, prophetic yet undefined – applicable to his life 
as an artist but just as telling of who a larger body of viewers had interpreted him to be.  Their 
apparent contradictions did little to cohesively define either role. 
The fact that Allston chose to pepper the walls of his private studio with personally 
compelling quotations would not be so striking without the unseen presence of Belshazzar’s 
Feast looming, curtained and protected from public view.
173
  Whether Allston’s own rejection of 
a career spent in Europe marks the beginning of a self-inflicted fall from the public eye is 
questionable, though subsequent American writers would view his departure and his prolonged 
work on Belshazzar as his tragic flaw. One anonymous contributor to the London Magazine 
commented in 1829: “Mr. Allston is now, and long has been, employed on a large work, 
Belshazzar’s Feast, or the Handwriting on the Wall, a picture that has already been purchased for 
ten or twelve thousand dollars…Allston wants regularity and decision of character, a want which 
I fear has injured him much already, and may eventually destroy him.”174  The writer cited 
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Allston’s removal from the artistic community of Europe as a primary contributor to his seeming 
malaise: “If he were in Europe, his magnificent powers would make him the boast of 
America…” (ibid.).  While it is tempting to see Allston’s withdrawal to Cambridgeport as his 
choice to live out his artistic practice and idiosyncrasies in private, Allston’s life in America was 
certainly not one divorced from the public life of a Boston, or even a national, artist.
175
  He 
exhibited work at the Boston Athenaeum every year from 1828 until his death save one: 1839, 
the year of his solo retrospective, a landmark in American art criticism due to the number of 
periodical critics who attended and commented on the show.  He befriended William Dunlap and 
figured prominently in his History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United 
States, the first American art history book.  He mentored the emerging Horatio Greenough and 
maintained a close friendship with Samuel F. B. Morse.   
Perhaps most indicative of Allston’s desire to remain a presence in the American art 
world was his 1830 proposal to paint a large historical painting for installation in the Capitol 
Rotunda.  Allston is solicited for the job by Gulian Crommelin Verplanck, a longtime friend, 
historical writer and philosopher who served in the House of Representatives from 1825 to 1833.  
In a March 1830 letter, Allston admitted that he needed the money that the painting will bring in 
(and names a price comparable to John Trumbull’s works of a similar scale, perhaps daring for 
an artist who had not yet completed a historical painting of this scale), but also expressed an 
unequivocal desire to create a work to inspire feelings of admiration in both citizens and 
international visitors to Washington.
176
  Allston considered several relevant subjects for the 
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painting (a religious scene, a battle scene, both of which he ultimately dismisses), and rebuffed 
Verplanck’s suggestions of common historical scenes, such as the landing at Plymouth Rock.  
Ultimately, Allston recommended a scene from A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher 
Columbus by Washington Irving, “…the presiding Genius over the yet, fresh, and we will hope, 
immortal foundation of our national literature,” for the Rotunda (288). 
While Verplanck was never able to secure the commission for the painting, and Allston 
seemed not to have made any preliminary sketches of the work, the subject’s appeal in light of 
Allston’s previous success illustrating Irving’s works was clear.  Allston pictured the 
composition as the very conception of America, recently retold in an “American book,” which 
was, as Allston emphasized, “a book that the country might be proud of…” (ibid.).  The 
painting’s relationship to Irving’s popular historical text buoyed Allston; Allston believed that 
any painting based on Irving’s story would solicit popular praise.  Though Allston did not 
discuss his proposed layout of the painting in detail, it is easy to envision Isabella, Ferdinand, 
and Columbus as assuming the exact positions of King Belshazzar, his queen, and Daniel in 
Belshazzar’s Feast.  Allston’s proposed Rotunda painting was a retelling of the failure of 
Belshazzar, a liberation narrative for the artist who, in earlier correspondence, had referred to 
himself as a “slave” to the painting.   
It also liberated Belshazzar from the pressures of display, which American art critics 
began to call for in light of the painting’s ever-lengthening, shrouded existence.  Allston’s 
reluctance to display the work lead to critical questions raised in the press about the efficacy of 
his execution; he was faulted by several of his critics, Ware included, for his method, which 
relied on his meticulous tinting of discrete portions of Belshazzar rather than the delegation of 
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tedious portions of the painting to students.
177
  Because Allston worked on individual aspects of 
the painting without using a grid, the painting had no consistent scale; the background 
architecture was much too large for the scale of the room, the king and queen appeared larger 
than Daniel, though he was standing in front of them, and the figures to the far left, commonly 
labeled magi, were considerably too large, with exaggerated features that Allston intended to 
make them appear ethnically Jewish.  Each change Allston made to the figures in Belshazzar 
required the rescaling of the huge canvas, which already lacked a grid to maintain balance 
between its parts.   Unlike paintings by Allston’s primary influences, namely Rembrandt’s 
Belshazzar’s Feast (c. 1635) and Benjamin West’s Belshazzar’s Feast (1776), the figures in 
Allston’s Belshazzar did not radiate around and focus exclusively on Daniel. Instead, they 
appeared in vignettes, reacting to the scene in variously theatrical manners but not indicating a 
clear focal point in the painting. Belshazzar staged a cacophony of responses, some thoughtful, 
some violent, to the writing on the wall, which unbalances the composition as a whole.  This is 
an instructive thematic choice on Allston’s part, as the story of Belshazzar’s feast poses 
Belshazzar’s deception against the unwavering truth of the divine, embodied in Daniel and 
literally conveyed in his prophecy.  But Allston’s Belshazzar’s Feast allows the tumult of the 
scene to overshadow Daniel’s prophecy and the self-evident focal point of the composition.178  
The primacy of the words on the wall is all but undermined by the erratic human responses that 
surround them. 
 Belshazzar’s Feast, then, communicates more about the loosely related human narratives 
surrounding the central action than the action itself, and further does not use Daniel and his 
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prophecy as the compositional element which determines the placement and reactions of all 
secondary figures.  This is an especially notable departure from the best-known historical 
painters of the moment in America, notably John Trumbull, Allston’s earliest commentator on 
Belshazzar’s Feast and friend.  Trumbull’s Declaration of Independence, completed in 1819 and 
first displayed the Rotunda in 1826, used a similar thematic of self-evident truth to organize and 
balance the figures surrounding the primary action of the painting.  The disunity of Belshazzar 
became more pronounced as Allston transferred his 1817 preliminary sketches to canvas, as if 
the characters took on subtle changes in their character and expressions as Allston reconceived 
them over time.  In this way, Allston’s figures charted the path of the painting itself over its 
twenty-six year composition period.  In the end, Belshazzar’s Feast was a painting that 
pronounced the character of its maker, perhaps too loudly for Allston’s comfort.   
 Allston’s potential rationales for keeping the painting from view vary from the strictly 
practical to wildly speculative, though it seems clear at least that he wanted to preserve the 
illusion among his colleagues (and, a bit further down the gossip chain, his investors) that the 
painting was nearing completion.  Draping the painting also kept the work away from the eyes of 
visiting art luminaries who might feel compelled to disrupt his relationship with the work by 
offering unwelcome advice or criticism (it was, as the story goes, Gilbert Stuart’s initial remarks 
about the painting that compelled Allston to rescale the work and effectively eliminate any hope 
for its completion).  But it is notable that Allston struggled with the only painting in his oeuvre 
which engaged thematically with his conflicting perspectives on language and its relationship to 
the visual arts.  The story of Belshazzar’s Feast is at its root about language’s ability to organize 
reality, to chastise the wicked and to uplift those who believe in and can interpret its 
incontrovertible meaning.  The glowing letters on the wall are not open to public interpretation or 
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speculation; either their reader can make no sense of them at all, or their (select) reader can 
interpret them clearly.  In Allston’s Belshazzar’s Feast, the message contained in the mysterious 
letters is communicated to the whole of the revelers simultaneously, and the painting renders the 
subsequent behavior of each onlooker distinctly, visualizing a panoply of interpretive responses 
in light of the news.  The painting enacts the immediacy of the transmission of truth through art 
that Allston described in Lectures on Art, though each work also insisted upon the presence of an 
intermediate, gifted interpreter to elucidate the complexities of texts and art that do not 
immediately signify.   
 But the painting does not tell this story.  The figure of Daniel is subsumed in the chaos 
around him and the glowing letters, at least in the remaining iteration of the painting, are 
missing.  The figures in the crowd respond to Daniel’s prophecy in such overly dramatic and 
variegated ways that it is difficult to interpret them as responding to any singular 
pronouncement.  Even the foreground figures do not appear to be focusing on one distinct point 
where the letters might hang in the air, as perhaps inferred by Daniel’s outstretched arm, or on 
the figure of Daniel himself.  The pronouncement of God, the ideal marriage of language and 
meaning, does little here to organize the scene.  In this respect, Belshazzar’s Feast can be read as 
a failure.  It could not imagine its own organizing narrative insistently enough to organize its 
visual elements.  Belshazzar’s Feast ultimately became a painting without an audience not just 
because Allston felt compelled to sequester his work in progress, but because its composition 
brings into doubt an artist’s or seer’s ability to communicate with an audience beyond himself.  
In the end, the painting that was to become Allston’s “shroud” was manufactured to be just that: 
a drape that took the shape of its maker in death, to be buried in tandem. 
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 Of course, the painting was not buried with Allston, leaving frustrated investors and art 
enthusiasts alike to wonder what would become of the work and how critics would try to salvage 
it.  One particularly feisty copyist by the name of Thomas T. Spear proposed to copy and 
complete the painting to the best of his ability to better enable its public display and transport.  
When the executors of Allston’s estate balked at the offer, citing the painting’s contentious 
ownership status, Spear proceeded to undertake copying the painting from memory, spending his 
days examining key details of the painting on display to enable their reproduction that evening, 
and eventually displayed his finished work in Harding’s Gallery in Boston.  Spear announced the 
completion of his work in a pamphlet entitled “Description of the Grand Historical Picture of 
Belshazzar’s Feast by Washington Allston,” which meticulously detailed the setbacks Spear had 
to undertake, including reproductions of his correspondence with Allston’s executors, before 
offering a brief physical description of the work.  Why did Spear undertake such a Herculean 
project while facing the resistance of the painting’s caretakers?  As he insisted, the painting was 
rightly the property of its Boston, national, and even international, audience.
179
  He undertook 
responsibility for bringing the work into contact with its audience, if at all possible.  Spear’s 
1846 copy of Belshazzar’s Feast demonstrated how quickly the work transitioned from a private 
rumination on the nature of artistic expression and interpretation to public property by virtue of 
Allston’s developing popular status as a “Great Master,” which influenced Allston’s decisions 
about display and circulation of his works even late in his life.  Driving this transition were 
Allston’s commentators and critics, who fashioned a legacy for Allston that shaped the way that 
subsequent artists inhabited their social roles and discussed their means of production. 
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Retelling Allston 
 In her essay “Last Evening with Allston,” Elizabeth Palmer Peabody memorialized her 
relationship with American artist and writer Washington Allston by recalling their final 
conversation before his death in 1843.  She began the short piece with an exhortation to 
companions of Allston who might also have similar conversations to record: 
To-day is the anniversary of the death of Washington Allston…I wish to recall the last 
evening I spent with him, about three weeks before he died.  I would fain suggest to 
others to gather, before it is too late, their reminiscences of those immortal conversations 
which so many have had with one whose every conversation had the beauty of a work of 
art, though it was always the unaffected and spontaneous outflow of a nature in which no 
faculty had been left to grow rank, but all were cultivated harmoniously and faithfully.
180
 
  
Peabody solicited other friends and acquaintances to preserve conversations with Allston, 
specifically those, like her own memorialized conversation, that addressed Allston’s art and 
practice.  These conversations identified the two most important determinants of a work of art in 
post-Revolution America: beauty, affected by both the efforts of the artist and the unity of the 
composition, and an unaffected style of execution, frequently in reference to the use of color or 
tints as well as adherence to the perceived attributes of the artwork’s subject.  Peabody 
emphasized Allston’s artistic disposition, which she would elaborate on throughout the essay, 
and his well-known loquacity within his social circle.  Establishing Allston’s artistic character 
was not intended simply to personalize or familiarize him for her readers, but was imperative in 
establishing him as an artist of note.  Charles Sumner, who commemorated Allston in an address 
before the Phi Beta Kappa society at Harvard in 1846, described the relationship between artistic 
character and production through the example of Allston: “His character transfigured his works; 
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and the Artist is always inspired by the man…His life was consecrated to Art.  He lived to 
diffuse Beauty, as a writer, as a poet, as a painter.”181  Thanks in part to his prominent inclusion 
in William Dunlap’s A History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United 
States, Allston became an image of what the artist was and must be.  Allston’s cultivation of a 
culturally embraced artistic persona was integral to his ascent into the role of figurehead of art in 
America.  What is perhaps surprising is Allston’s need to establish such a persona at the end of 
his life and career.  Educated among the brightest and most illustrious artists and personages of 
his day, warmly received in art circles in America and Europe, and a member of the Royal 
Academy, Allston had been vetted by critics and artists alike and found to be one of the premier 
talents of his age.  But, by the 1830s, the popular press had begun to hint at Allston’s 
shortcomings; his struggles with Belshazzar’s Feast and mounting debt were becoming topics of 
idle speculation.  Clearly, the occasional periodical critics of Allston were not willing to forgive 
his shortcomings as a businessman, particularly his default on the several lines of credit extended 
to him to guarantee the completion of Belshazzar, and focus exclusively on his genius as 
manifest in earlier works, as his companions were wont to do.   
Peabody and other sympathetic critics and memoirists of Allston combated his negative 
press by crafting a narrative of martyrdom for Allston, casting him as a man who had spent all of 
his life’s energies in the pursuit of the highest ideals and who, after a long day of work on 
Belshazzar, had finally succumbed to a weakened heart.  The Allston that Peabody described is 
in many ways the same type of Romantic martyr that Monaldi fashioned.  The story of the 
martyred artists is certainly not a new one, and Allston himself recalled stories of troubled artists 
and their ambivalent publics in his literary works, doing much to cast his own career in that light 
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before his death.  As an artist trained at the Royal Academy, Allston was well aware of the 
fictional conceits applied to artists’ lives, and as an artist in America in the era of Dunlap, he was 
more pressingly aware that American audiences consumed the biographies of great artists 
perhaps more voraciously than their art. Peabody and fellow memoirists subsequently took 
responsibility of concluding Allston’s narrative, and she, as Richard Henry Dana and, in a 
fictionalized guise, Nathaniel Hawthorne, configured Allston as a philosopher first and a citizen 
second, at once above the thoughts and concerns of the masses and subjugated to the tender that 
constituted his American viewing and reading publics.
182
 
   In life, Allston took varying measures to cope with this pressure, at times tossing verbal 
barbs at critics in literary works and at times meditating privately on reception in his studio or in 
correspondence to friends.  He was among a small chorus of artist voices in early national 
America lamenting the difficulty of producing art, which Samuel F. B. Morse labeled “the 
coquettish jade” in an 1843 letter to Allston, and the lack of a receptive audience and ready 
patrons.
183
  While Allston’s career undoubtedly benefitted from the focused critical effort made 
to review and publicize his 1839 retrospective show at the Boston Athenaeum, his most critiqued 
painting by the end of his career is the one yet unseen by its would-be reviewers: the 
aforementioned Belshazzar’s Feast.  The pressure to meet such expectations leads Allston to 
term Belshazzar both his “’importunate & heavy load’” and his “labor of love” to Ruth Gibbs 
Channing in his final preserved letter.
184
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   The first, traditional formal analysis of Allston’s body of work, composed after 
Allston’s death by William Ware, sought to define Allston’s contributions to art by highlighting 
moments of artistic virtuosity and describing their quality and execution.  Ware also attended to 
Allston’s literary sources closely, even reproducing the exhibition catalogue in his volume 
Lectures on the Works and Genius of Washington Allston in order to allow his readers to peruse 
the literary references Allston assigned to accompany his paintings.  Ware identified his audience 
immediately in Lectures on the Works, both in his title and in the outset of his first section: he 
wished to appeal to Bostonians interested in attending a lecture on Allston’s legacy in the art 
world a year after his passing.
185
 Ware pronounced that his work served the public good by 
inspiring the public to reassess Allston’s oeuvre for its own edification.  Each analysis walked 
the reader or lecture attendee through a description of a painting and then provided a short 
critique of the work, sometimes drawing upon comparable pieces to establish value judgments.  
Not all of Ware’s analyses were flattering to Allston’s work, as his aforementioned critique of 
Allston’s execution of Belshazzar’s Feast indicates.  Each work was typically judged on its 
fidelity to two values: “painter’s art” and “expression,” the former encompassing aspects of 
technical execution and the latter indicating the work’s ability to convey emotion to its audience.  
For example, Ware judged Allston’s painting The Witch of Endor to be “…more remarkable for 
painter’s art, which is very high, than for anything strikingly original or powerful in the 
expression” (41).  This divide between technical skill and emotional force mirrored the split in 
Monaldi between Monaldi’s natural sensitivities and Maldura’s extensively cultivated technical 
skill.  Ware, like Allston, favored success in the realm of expression over the complex yet vapid 
execution of technical skill, but did not ignore Allston’s technical foibles. 
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 Ware attributed Allston’s success to a natural genius coupled with refinement among the 
finest intellectual circles that America and Europe could offer: “No one can look at the works 
that come from his hand, without perceiving, at a glance, his indebtedness to the highest 
intellectual culture; in the same was as one would, from reading such poetry as Bryant’s, or such 
prose as Irving’s” (7).  Ware viewed the so-called “sister arts” as participating in identical 
processes of refinement, an apt observation in terms of Allston, whose notable paintings relied so 
consistently on literary narratives and themes, a quality which Peabody also noted.  But Ware 
also inflected this communal acculturation with a class component: “In regard to the particular 
subject of any picture, he chose it, not, for any reason of momentary popularity, or, because it 
would sell well, or exhibit well, nor, at the urgency of others, nor for any idle whim or fancy; but 
because he himself had fallen in love with it, and he could not rest till it was done; his 
imagination was inflamed, and the fire spread and communicated power to his whole being” (9).  
Ware’s reminiscence of Allston’s creative process here was simply self-conscious fabrication.  
The pecuniary demands on Allston during his nearly decade-long hiatus from painting in the 
1830s were well-known and speculated about in the press, and Ware would have had to ignore 
periodical commentary and idle gossip alike to claim ignorance of such information.  And to 
insist that Allston simply could not put a work aside once it was begun was sheer folly, 
especially considering Ware’s second lecture, which details the long and halting process by 
which Belshazzar’s Feast was produced.  Ware’s inclusion of such an easily refuted statement at 
the outset of his first lecture indicates the pressures of the genre in which Ware was operating: 
artists must be cast as driven by their passion to create and blissfully unaware of the monetary 
yields of their productions.  Ware was likely attempting to contrast Allston’s career as a painter 
with that of a portraitist (who does not choose his subjects and always paints with a mind to 
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profit) or any number of genre artists for hire whose works sold primarily to adorn the homes of 
the emerging middle class.  Ware cast Allston as a true intellectual and artist among mercenary 
tradesmen.  But what Ware failed to realize was that history painters such as Allston required a 
high degree of market acumen in order to be pursue a viable path to professionalization.  History 
paintings like Allston’s, which consumed significantly more time and materials than a typical 
portrait or genre piece of the time, were, upon completion, much too expensive to appeal to an 
average patron.  Such pieces must be marketed to institutions like governmental institutions and 
growing public art collections such as that maintained by the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine 
Arts, which mortgaged its building in order to purchase Allston’s The Dead Man Restored to Life 
by Touching the Bones of the Prophet Elisha in 1816.  Lacking an institutional commission or 
buyer, artists were at times compelled to sell shares in a completed painting to investors, who 
would then share in the profits generated by the painting’s subsequent display and reproduction.  
Such was the fate of Belshazzar’s Feast, which Allston leveraged several times with new groups 
of investors in order to delay its date of completion. Ware’s configuration of Allston required his 
audience to ignore the professional aspects of Allston’s career in order to consider him a great 
artist and public intellectual who, following the tradition of Romantic artists, was wholly 
engrossed in the creative process. 
 Commemorations of Allston tended to efface the commercial and material realities of his 
pursuits in the visual arts and literature. They instead crafted a persona for Allston that 
emphasized his humility and martyrdom to his pursuit of beauty, a martyrdom brought about 
directly by the changing material conditions of print of Allston’s era.  The fact that authors 
sought to write these pressures out of Allston’s biography attested to the degree which celebrated 
visual artists were considered to be divorced from the marketplace, even as late as the 1840s.  
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This fiction dominated discussions of great artists, with rare but remarkably significant 
exceptions, including Bryant’s elegy for Thomas Cole, delivered in 1848. 
 
Conclusion 
 The most famous posthumous portrait of Allston, painted by Alonzo Chappel and 
engraved in 1863, portrayed him in much the way popular commentaries fashioned him after his 
death.
186
  A well-dressed Allston sits at a desk, surrounded by the accoutrements of his practice: 
an easel, a palette, a classical bust, an unlaced portfolio on his lap, and various books and scraps 
on the floor.  He looks to the left of the viewer, seemingly caught in an unknown thought, 
unaware of being observed.  His pose is very casual, as if he has been caught in a reverie, 
perpetually thinking and creating, even up to his death in 1843.  The engraving elucidates what 
Allston’s audience sought from its national artist twenty years after his death; Allston was cast as 
an inspired, approachable figure who had inherited the greatness of Greek art and brought it to 
his native shores. 
 But, significantly, Allston appeared to be musing the topics of his artistic production 
rather than actually producing art in this portrait.  Chappel thus differentiated Allston’s portrait 
from a tradition of labor portraits in the United States, which, as Laura Rigal documents, is 
integral to federalist notions of nation building in the early Republic.
187
  The engraving makes a 
powerful statement about the relationship of an artistic producer like Allston to labor; ultimately, 
Allston is a visionary lost in thought, a celebrated genius, but definitely not a laborer or practice 
                                                             
186 See Fig. 8. 
 
187 Laura Rigal, The American Manufactory: Art, Labor, and the World of Things (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1998). 
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of what one critic termed a “trade” in response to Allston’s only novel.188  In Chappel’s painting 
and subsequent engraving, the impulse to define Allston’s work by trade was effaced, leaving a 
public figure who is exclusively a Romantic genius.  At the same time, Chappell’s portrait of 
Allston was also a look back; Allston signifies America’s artistic heritage, and was perhaps a 
welcome reminder for some viewers in the midst of the Civil War.  Whether Chappel intended 
his portrait of Allston to operate as exclusively a look back at America’s artistic heritage or as a 
role to fill for its future artists and writers is undetermined, but the portrait presented a story of 
artistic inspiration that institutions like the National Academy of Design worked to dispel in the 
years following Allston’s death.  
                                                             
 
188 See note 144. 
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Figure 6: 
The Poor Author and the Rich Bookseller 
Washington Allston 
1811 
Oil on Canvas 
31 ½ x 28 ¼ inches 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
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Figure 7: 
 
Belshazzar’s Feast 
Washington Allston 
1843 
Oil on Canvas 
144 x 192 inches 
Detroit Institute of Arts 
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Figure 8: 
 
Alonzo Chappel 
Washington Allston 
1863 
Engraving 
5 ½ x 8 ½ inches 
Published by Johnson & Fry, New York 
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Chapter 4: “Kindred” Aesthetics: The Visual Arts and Literature in Circulation 
O SOLITUDE! if I must with thee dwell,  
  Let it not be among the jumbled heap  
  Of murky buildings; climb with me the steep,— 
Nature's observatory—whence the dell,  
Its flowery slopes, its river’s crystal swell,  
  May seem a span; let me thy vigils keep  
  'Mongst boughs pavilion’d, where the deer's swift leap  
Startles the wild bee from the fox-glove bell.  
But though I’ll gladly trace these scenes with thee, 
  Yet the sweet converse of an innocent mind,  
  Whose words are images of thoughts refin'd,  
Is my soul's pleasure; and it sure must be  
  Almost the highest bliss of human-kind,  
When to thy haunts two kindred spirits flee. 
-John Keats, “To Solitude” (1816)189  
 
 Keats’ “To Solitude,” his first serialized poem and the beginning of what would be a brief 
but brilliant poetic career, played a surprisingly integral role in the creation of one of America’s 
most renowned antebellum paintings, Asher B. Durand’s Kindred Spirits (1849).  Jonathan 
Sturges, a New York businessman, art collector, and Thomas Cole’s loyal patron, commissioned 
the painting after hearing William Cullen Bryant’s elegy for Cole, presented to the National 
Academy of Design in 1848.  Sturges found Keats’ words to be a fitting commemoration of 
Bryant and Cole’s longstanding friendship, which was cut short by Cole’s unexpected death 
earlier that year.  The poem’s final line and its image of “kindred spirits” finding solace in nature 
invoked, to Sturges, Cole and Bryant’s artistic investment in natural imagery, specifically 
American scenery. The sonnet also presented the idea of nature as a Romantic refuge from “the 
jumbled heap/ Of murky buildings” that marked the rise of industry in Britain and the United 
States, to Cole’s clear dismay. Bryan Jay Wolf, whose foundational work, Romantic Re-Vision, 
in nineteenth-century American cultural studies established the importance of looking at art and 
                                                             
189 John Keats, untitled, Poems (London: Printed for C & J Ollier, 1817), 41.  The sonnet is untitled in Keats’s 1817 
volume, but has in subsequent volumes been identified by its referenced title. 
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literature from the time period in tandem, argues that Cole shielded himself and his art from 
market forces using tenets of Romanticism.  Cole, in Wolf’s analysis, used visual codes evident 
only to a specialized (and arguably elite) audience educated in the principles of Romantic theory 
and composition in an effort to combat the growing pressures in the art marketplace to reach a 
broader and increasingly anonymous audience.
190
  Alan Wallach argues persuasively that Cole so 
thoroughly reviled industrialization, the process by which a mass audience in America came to 
be, that he developed an “antipastoral” rejection of landscape convention: “…a deliberate attack 
on the conventions of pastoral landscape painting and consequently on a pervasive, if often 
contested, ideology that lauded improvement and material progress.”191  The return to nature that 
the sonnet seemed to advocate could have resonated with any close friend of Cole, who could see 
in Keats the ambition to reestablish the cultural primacy of nature through Romanticism that 
Cole advocated throughout his career as a painter and theorist. 
 Keats’ renown in America had reached something of an apex at the time of Cole’s death.  
While volumes of Keats’ poetry and collections featuring Keats were not widely circulated in 
America until the 1830s, his reputation preceded him in reprinted English articles in American 
periodicals and sympathetic accounts of his literary career and death.
192
  The 1848 publication of 
the two-volume Life, Letters, and Literary Remains of John Keats edited by Richard Monckton 
                                                             
190 Wolf elaborates upon Cole’s complicated visual codes in terms of familial psychology in Romantic ReVision: 
Culture and Consciousness in Nineteenth-Century American Painting and Literature (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982), 177 – 236.  Wolf further connects Cole to a Romantic rejection of market culture in “All the 
World’s a Code: Art and Ideology in Nineteenth-Century American Art” in Art Journal 44.4 (1984): 328, 330. 
 
191 Allan Wallach, “Thomas Cole’s River in the Catskills as Antipastoral,” The Art Bulletin 84.2 (2002): 339. 
Wallach coins the term “antipastoral” in the context of Cole’s 1843 River in the Catskills.  The 1995 show entitled 
Thomas Cole: Landscape into History, largely reaffirmed this commitment to the antipastoral identified by Wallach 
and produced a volume of criticism by the same name published by Yale University press, featuring an especially 
significant revision of Cole’s idyllic landscapes in light of encroaching political conflict into Jacksonian America 
and the growing presence of industry amid the hills and valleys of the Hudson River landscape.   
 
192 Hyder Edward Rollins, Keats’ Reputation in America to 1848 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1946), 
1-2.  See Rollins for thorough documentation of references to Keats in the antebellum American press. 
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Milnes was arguably Keats’ moment of apotheosis in the American and English literary 
marketplaces.  Milnes announced Keats’ identity as “the Poet” at the immediate outset of the 
work, and, using numerous culled lines from Keats’ published and unpublished works, united 
Keats’ biography and artistic productions to justify his greatness in spite of the mixed critical 
reviews associated with his poetry.
193
  By 1848, John Keats was a celebrated literary figure in 
both England and America, with his acceptance and popularity in America, argues Hyder 
Edward Rollins, emerging even earlier than in his homeland thanks to a marginally less 
venomous critical press and (in small part) the praise of early American cultural figures such as 
Washington Allston.
194
  When Milnes’ biography reached its readership, Keats was undoubtedly 
a revered author in America; after the biography, Keats had become an emblematic cultural 
figure. 
 But the fact that Keats’ popularity in America had reached a newly-realized level in 1848 
is not enough to determine why the sonnet so appealed to Sturges.  Surely, the pairing of the 
untimely deaths of Cole (at age 47) and Keats (at only 25) would have resonated with Sturges, 
but Cole’s productive life as an artist had matured at the point of his death; certainly, a casual 
critic could not assume that, like Keats, Cole had never had the opportunity to fully realize the 
opportunity to innovate in his artistic practice.  By 1848, Cole had served as a friend and major 
influence to painters such as Durand and Frederic Edwin Church, and had convinced a 
significant number of art patrons and critics, Bryant included, of the quality of regional 
landscape painting in America.  Along with Durand, he was a founding member of the National 
Gallery of Design, an organization created in 1825 that promoted institutionalized support of 
                                                             
193 Richard Monckton Milnes, Life, Letters, and Literary Works of John Keats (London: Edward Moxon, 1848), 1:1. 
 
194 Rollins, Keats’ Reputation, 4. 
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painting in America and education for artists.  While his friends and associates mourned what 
works may have yet come from Cole, he left behind an impressive oeuvre at 47, and his 
influence on American art institutions was palpable long after his death.  This enduring fame was 
due, at least in part, to how those friends and associates commemorated Cole. 
 What further complicates the relationship between Keats’ sonnet and Cole’s investment 
in natural scenery are the seemingly contradictory elements of Keats’ poem itself.  Keats’ sonnet 
expresses ambivalence towards its titular subject, solitude, ultimately neither confirming nor 
denying that solitude within nature will yield spiritual or aesthetic satisfaction.  The final line, 
“When to thy haunts two kindred spirits flee”, can be read as either a validation of the union of 
the speaker with nature, or as a rejection of the concept of solitude entirely.
195
  And, as Elizabeth 
Jones persuasively argues, Keats’ odes were never as remote from the concerns of the market as 
continental Romantic discourse may lead his readers to believe.  Speaking specifically to Keats’ 
later odes, such as the august “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” Jones asserts: “Keats fetishizes these 
cultural artifacts by presenting them as material vessels as being empty of their former 
significance, and that are available to be reinvested with the desires of a poet attempting to make 
a living in the newly emerging cultural marketplace.”196  Considering that a gap of only four 
years elapsed between the publication of “On Solitude” (1816) and “Ode on a Grecian Urn” 
(1820), it folows to think that Keats may have been considering the enigmatic “solitude” as less 
of a panacea for the intrusion of the market and market-based production and more of a 
complement to his emerging conclusions about his position as a poet in the developing industrial 
age. After all, “On Solitude” was Keats’ first poem to appear in publication for mass audiences. 
                                                             
195 For a more comprehensive discussion of Keats’ troubling final line, see Stuart M. Sperry, “Keats’ First Published 
Poem,” Huntington Library Quarterly 29.2 (1996): 195 - 6. 
 
196 Elizabeth Jones, “Writing for the Market: Keats’ Odes as Commodities,” Studies in Romanticism 34.3 (1995): 
343. 
133 
 
 The antithetical nature of Keats’ sonnet conflicts dramatically with what has become a 
pervasive understanding of how Cole himself incorporated Romantic theory into his art.  The 
union between Keats, a poet innovating aesthetically in response to the rise of a mass audience 
and Cole, who innovated within the rigidly prescribed conventions of landscape painting 
specifically to combat industrialization, is notably uneasy.  If Sturges’ impulse to unite Keats and 
Cole emerged in response to the similar sentiments or subject matters of Keats’ poem and Cole’s 
landscapes, this connection is quickly undermined by attending to the thematic of the sonnet 
itself. 
 Keats’ presence in Kindred Spirits is further problematized by the fact that the most 
obvious choice of poet (and one of the most renowned in America at the time), William Cullen 
Bryant, did not provide a named poetic influence for the painting.  Bryant was best known as a 
writer of what Max Cavitch terms “obliquely elegiac poems – among which none was more 
popular or widely imitated than William Cullen Bryant’s ‘Thanatopsis’…”197  Cavitch identifies 
the appeal of Bryant’s poem as its local referentiality; it brought dislocated mourning to a 
picturesque, particularly American scene, one that readers might have identified with in terms of 
increasingly familiar markers of rural American life, such as the country churchyard (110).  
Bryant’s body of work is rife with poems dependent upon broadly conceived references to 
American landscape, such as “The Prairies” (1832), a geographic region largely defined by 
Bryant in terms of its broadly delineated picturesque elements, including Native peoples.  
Bryant’s early sonnet “To Cole, the Painter, Departing for Europe” (1829), which gently warned 
Cole to keep his “native land” at the forefront of his mind while experiencing the aesthetic 
seductions of Europe, relies on a similar organizing logic in terms of geography. Bryant’s eulogy 
                                                             
197 Max Cavitch, American Elegy: The Poetry of Mourning from the Puritans to Whitman (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2007), 110. 
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for Cole configured Cole’s influence on American landscape painting as nominally through the 
natural scenes that Cole brought to his audience, but more insistently through the audience that 
Cole brought to the National Academy of Design.  Bryant was a poet, editor, and art patron who 
wholly embraced mass culture, despite consistently portraying and lauding natural landscapes in 
his poetry, the seeming antithesis to the industrialization that enabled mass culture.  But even if 
they lacked the regional specificity of Cole’s artworks, Bryant’s scenes are recognizably 
American.  A turn away from Bryant to Keats was certainly not a rejection of mass culture, but 
was perhaps a rejection of a landscape steeped in national symbolic significance.  Keats’ 
unwitting influence made Kindred Spirits an international affair, regardless of Durand’s localized 
landscape. 
 I call into question Keats’ role in Kindred Spirits to emphasize the conflicting values and 
economic interests inherent in the work, especially in terms of the circulation and display of the 
visual arts.  By 1849, institutional interests in art and artists had proliferated in New York; the 
1840 founding of the American Art-Union, an institution founded to cultivate art appreciation 
and distribution among middle-class consumers, as well as the presence of the National 
Academy of Design and the rise and ultimate fall of the American Academy of the Fine Arts in 
1841 gave art enthusiasts in New York a variety of opportunities for consumption.  But the 
economic boundaries within which artists produced paintings and statuary lacked this diversity.  
Individuals such as Bryant, the president of the American Art-Union from 1844 – 46, became 
increasingly concerned with how to bring the benefits of the mass circulation of literature to the 
fine arts, which still relied on a relatively exclusive funding system of patronage and gallery 
display in urban areas like New York City.  Even Durand, a fellow painter of the uncultivated 
Hudson Valley and certainly as much a “kindred spirit” to Cole as Bryant, would come to 
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execute Progress (1853), a painting which integrates America’s progressive turn towards 
industrialization with the natural landscape, just five years after Cole’s death.  Kindred Spirits 
was as much a painting commemorating Cole’s passing as the passing of his artistic moment, left 
behind not in favor of a fundamentally different natural philosophy but in response to 
innovations in print distribution and an increasing desire on the part of Bryant and his American 
Art-Union to mass market the visual arts.   The painting that has come to symbolize the close 
relationship between the visual arts, literary arts, and nature during the antebellum period was 
more an institutionally-savvy attempt on the part of Bryant and Durand to cultivate literature’s 
mass market within the art world. 
 In this chapter, I first analyze periodical responses to Cole’s death to determine how 
commemorations of Cole’s life and career may have prompted interested readers to respond to 
the loss of Cole and the state of the arts in America in his wake.  I then consider Bryant’s 
reaction to Thomas Cole’s career as an artist and death, constructed in Bryant’s Funeral Oration 
and early criticism and poetry, and visually represented in Kindred Spirits.  By Cole’s death in 
1848, Bryant had come to equate Cole with the National Academy of Design so fundamentally 
that he characterized Cole’s passing as nothing short of an institutional tragedy, and encouraged 
a disembodied mourning that focused on the absence of Cole’s paintings on the Academy’s walls 
rather than Cole’s corporeal absence.  I analyze how Bryant, not yet at the height of his literary 
celebrity at the outset of the 1850s, used Cole’s passing as a way to establish an approach to 
aesthetics invested in the boundless circulation of both the visual arts and literature, 
complementing contemporaneous institutional and political shifts.  To this end, I argue that 
Bryant was clear on one principle throughout his career: for art to be or become something 
recognizably “American,” it had to circulate.  Finally, I look at Cole’s death in terms of what it 
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predates, specifically Bryant and Durand’s later work and shift to a cultural nationalism (and the 
mass circulation which Bryant associated with it) layered with a nostalgic impulse for Cole’s 
natural and largely unadulterated landscapes.  I include an analysis of Kindred Spirits as both 
text and cultural artifact, considering how the painting’s formal elements supported Bryant’s 
institutional goals for the fine arts, which Durand, the president of the National Academy of 
Design at the time of Bryant’s address, sympathized with and responded to thematically in the 
painting. 
 
Cole’s Passing and the American Press 
   Then for the dead, 
Oh, mortal, weep!  Weep for the noble dead! 
Mourn with those mountains high and valleys mild, 
The rivers, forests, and the rocky wild! 
For they do mourn, as they have lost the mind 
That from their loveliness a life divined.
198
 
 
 In September of 1848, an author known only by the pen name “Nebula” published a 
poem in The Columbian Lady’s and Gentleman’s Magazine in honor of the recently deceased 
Thomas Cole.
199
  The poem, a brief excerpt of which opens this section, clearly draws influence 
from William Cullen Bryant’s “Thanatopsis” (1817/1821) in diction and theme.200  
“Thanatopsis” demonstrates an early desire on the part of Bryant to explore the relationship 
between visual and literary form and how both relate to aesthetics.  The poem opens with 
 To him who in the love of Nature holds 
                                                             
198 Nebula, “Lines on the Death of Thomas Cole,” The Columbian Lady's and Gentleman's Magazine, Embracing 
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 Communion with her visible forms, she speaks 
 A various language; for his gayer hours 
 She has a voice of gladness, and a smile 
And eloquence of beauty, and she glides 
Into his darker musings, with a mild 
And healing sympathy, that steals away 
Their sharpness, ere he is aware…201 
 
The poem ultimately rationalizes death as an aestheticized return to the storied generations of 
people who have passed before and a symbolic reconnection with those still living but destined 
to die.  But the opening lines make first a statement about beauty in the feminized guise of 
Nature.  Nature communicates both through visible and audible beauty, speaking “a various 
language” that the receptive observer can access to combat the “darker musing,” or fear that 
accompanies contemplation of death.  This connection between the visual and linguistic 
representations of beauty language yields sympathy, further humanizing and feminizing Nature, 
who becomes a familiar, maternal figure over the course of the poem.  The connection between 
Nature and beauty consistently expressed in Bryant’s work is clear here, but the poem further 
emphasizes that it is beauty that makes Nature appear to be approachable, sympathetic, and 
human to her observer.   
 Nebula’s poem borrows Bryant’s penchant for poetic rhetoric in its use of the pronouns 
“thee” and “thou,” which appear in both poems, and the dominant metaphor in “Thanatopsis” of 
nature personified: “To him who in the love of Nature holds / Communion with her visible 
forms, she speaks / a various language…” (ibid.)  “On the Death of Thomas Cole” takes up 
Bryant’s image of communion between personified Nature and its sympathetic, human 
companion, but extends the image to after the onlooker’s death, at the point when Nature is 
mourning the loss of its companion’s subjectivity and creative process.  Nebula even includes a 
                                                             
201 William Cullen Bryant, “Thanatopsis,” The Poetical Works of William Cullen Bryant (New York: D. Appleton 
and Company, 1884), 21. 
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mourning Indian chief among other manifestations of dejected nature, alluding perhaps to 
Bryant’s recurring subject of the fallen Native among nature in numerous poems as well as the 
Native subjects of select Cole works.
202
  The final lines of “On the Death of Thomas Cole” 
borrows the conceit at the end of “Thanatopsis” as well, reminding the reader that though Cole’s 
genius had departed the earth, Cole himself had reached a far better place and warranted no 
mourning in that respect. 
 My comparison of Bryant’s poem to Nebula’s does not serve to justify the similarities 
between the works, which are apparent, or to necessarily assert that the author of “On the Death 
of Thomas Cole” was trying to invoke Cole’s close friend while memorializing him (though the 
possible references to Bryant’s use of Native figures could help to substantiate such a claim).203  
But it does demonstrate how prevalently such rhetoric was associated with Cole, and how readily 
the anonymous poet was able to characterize Cole’s practice with Bryant’s words.  Part of this 
readiness might be due to the erudite company Nebula may have kept as a writer for The 
Columbian, but further research into reactions to Cole’s death in various American publications 
indicates that a writer did not have to be among the cultural elite to render such associations 
possible.  When American periodical authors thought of Cole’s legacy, they seemed to inevitably 
come to associations with poetic rhetoric similar to Bryant’s and natural imagery derived in part 
from Transcendentalism and in part from sentimental portrayals of nature in periodical 
publications and circulating volumes such as gift books.  Periodical writers appear to have been 
even more inclined to turn to such associations before offering descriptions or critiques of Cole’s 
paintings themselves. 
                                                             
202 The reference to the mourning Indian Chief may also refer to Cole’s The Cross in the Wilderness (1844), a small-
scale sketch that featured a weeping Indian chief, inspired by Felicia Heman’s 1827 poem of the same name. 
 
203 As Max Cavitch asserts, Bryant’s poem was the most imitated elegiac poem of its day.  See note 197. 
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 But the fact that these associations between nature and Cole were so readily at hand for 
nineteenth-century periodical authors does not necessarily indicate a similar fluency in the larger 
population, or even a widespread knowledge of Cole’s works.  An author designated by the 
initials “D. H.” began an article entitled “The Character of Thomas Cole,” published in the April 
13
th
, 1850 edition of The Literary World, with these rather troubling lines: “The effect produced 
on by the works of Thomas Cole, on the minds of the mass, may have been slight – almost 
nothing.  An unostentatious kind of Art, chiefly directed to the culture of a love for nature, or the 
suggestion of moral reflections, cannot be supposed to have much enlisted the attention of the 
great crowd.”204  D. H. asserted that the quiet nature of Cole’s landscapes might have been what 
failed to capture the attention of the American public at large, but, in truth, it may simply have 
been the limited visibility that Cole had as an artist outside of urban centers.  D. H. is quick to 
add that any visitor to Cole’s 1848 commemorative retrospective, hosted by the National 
Academy of Design, would have been undoubtedly impressed by Cole’s body of work, and that 
the “thoughtful and cultivated minds” who did attend the show felt that they were much the 
better for having been exposed to Cole’s paintings (ibid.).  But his further description of Cole 
and his career as an artist focuses on his personal merits, such as his spirituality and his genius, 
and even on Bryant’s representation of Cole in his sonnet “To Cole, The Painter Departing for 
Europe.”  D. H.’s inclination to avoid formal description of Cole’s work, which, as he 
acknowledged, most of his audience would have been unfamiliar with and perhaps nonplussed 
by, may simply have reflected his belief that Cole’s character as expressed in the aestheticized 
rhetoric of nature-focused literature held greater appeal for his readers.  D. H. emphasized that 
Cole’s artistic methods, especially at the outset of his career, were singular: “He rejected at this 
                                                             
204 D .H., “The Character of Thomas Cole,” The Literary World , April 13th, 1850, 337.  The magazine ran from 
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time all that was conventional, all the usual methods of the picturesque, everything that looked 
like cultivation, or the hand of art softening the rudeness of uncontaminated nature” (ibid.). Yet 
D. H. reinscribed Cole within the conventions of personalized prose description when presenting 
his legacy to a periodical audience, bringing subjectivity to Cole’s work that his paintings sought 
to avoid by eschewing picturesque intrusions. 
 The conventions of nineteenth-century spiritual and religious discourse also colored 
much of the postmortem criticism of Cole’s career.  Several published remembrances of Cole 
and his works, including the aforementioned “The Character of Cole,” focused on his spiritual 
works, such as his The Voyage of Life series (1840) and his final paintings in progress, his The 
Cross and the World series, which incorporated religious imagery and an human perspective on 
the power of nature, represented by the figure of a small pilgrim in each planning sketch.  An 
1848 anonymous review of the National Academy of Design’s Cole exhibition focused almost 
exclusively on the extant sketches for Cole’s planned The Cross and the World, perhaps as a 
service to the public, who would never see Cole’s realized artwork, and also perhaps as an 
attempt to unite the sentiments of the public with Cole’s late artistic aims, arguably at the 
expense of Cole’s earlier, less easily described works.  The reviewer went so far as to assert that 
Cole had realized the glory of Heaven in his own work, and determined that Cole had been called 
to explore the heavens in death rather than continue to document the sublime beauties of the 
earth.
205
  Thus, Cole’s last work became his ultimate moment of apotheosis; to a public more or 
less familiar with his art, Cole had become practically divine yet unfamiliar in terms of his 
paintings themselves. 
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 Even the tributes that did attempt to pay homage to Cole’s landscapes tended to do so 
through comparisons to other genres of art.  A February 1848 article published anonymously in 
The Harbinger presented a nuanced tribute to Cole’s life and works, substantially quoted from 
Henry Tuckerman’s “Artist Life,” and asserted that Cole did for the visual arts what Bryant did 
for poetry: brought a distinctly American perspective to the grandeur of the nation’s 
landscape.
206
  This and other, frequent references to poetry, to Bryant in particular, were 
certainly not happenstance; Bryant, by 1848, was much more extensively circulated than Cole, 
whose paintings were often executed to satisfy the desires of patrons wealthy enough to display 
his works privately, and whose small body of literary works, consisting primarily of personal 
journals and letters, was largely unpublished until after his death.
207
  Bryant, then, was Cole’s 
literary reference point prior to Durand’s execution of Kindred Spirits, a better-known and more 
readily available equivalent to Cole’s sympathy for nature.  But this appeal to Bryant’s works 
when referencing Cole certainly affected the way that the art-consuming public in America 
viewed Cole’s significance to the contemporaneous American art world, and perhaps the relative 
significance of the visual arts with respect to the literary arts in America. 
 Despite their relative scarcity when compared to the aforementioned approaches to 
analyzing Cole, formal descriptions of Cole’s work published in periodical form were not 
impossible to find in the wake of his death.  Charles Lanman, an aspiring landscape artist and 
correspondent for The Southern Literary Messenger, offered an 1849 article entitled “The Epic 
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Paintings of Thomas Cole” that presented substantial narrations of his most well-known epic 
works, including The Course of Empire series, The Voyage of Life series, and the unfinished The 
World and the Cross series.  While the narrations themselves were reprints from earlier accounts 
of Cole’s works composed by Lanman, he reassembled them here with an eye to honoring the 
deceased painter and to provide a call to landscape painters aspiring for Cole’s market success 
and renown among art enthusiasts to continue in their efforts with confidence.  Still, Lanman 
began his article with a substantial quotation from Bryant’s Funeral Oration Occasioned by the 
Death of Thomas Cole, and deferred to “the eminent poet” for further commemorations of Cole’s 
life and career.
208
  What the subsequent narrations offered to their readers was a glimpse of 
paintings that they (in all likelihood) had never seen and into the morality narratives that Cole’s 
paintings represented.  Lanman emphasized the elements of the sublime in each work; he called 
attention to the quality of execution of Cole’s raging seas in The Voyage of Life series, and the 
cold mountain scenery in The World and the Cross, and the sublime vistas of The Course of 
Empire – in all three series of work, Lanman was most impressed with Cole’s ability to use 
landscape to communicate a narrative, and nonplussed with his occasional integration of human 
figures, which Lanman viewed as less successfully executed than the landscapes themselves.  
While Lanman primarily praised Cole effusively, he did criticize his later works for their lack of 
clear American signifiers, an area of landscape painting that the future generation could improve 
upon.  Regardless, Lanman encouraged Americans to keep Cole in mind as a foremost American 
painter: “The name of Cole is one that his countrymen should not willingly let die” (ibid.). 
 But by only 1850, Cole was clearly part of an earlier generation of American artists, an 
indication of where American art had emerged from rather than its present mien.  In an article 
                                                             
208 Charles Lanman, “The Epic Paintings of Thomas Cole,” The Southern Literary Messenger; Devoted to Every 
Department of Literature, and the Fine Arts, June 1849, 351. 
 
143 
 
entitled “Our Landscape Painters,” Lanman briefly acknowledged Cole’s contributions to 
American art, but subsequently acknowledged that Cole’s time has passed: “Those who would 
acquaint themselves with the past history of the art, so far as our country is concerned, are 
referred to the productions of the late Thomas Cole, as well as a portion of those bequeathed to 
his country by Washington Allston.”209  As chapter two of this work details, there was perhaps 
no more sure way to archive Cole’s influence than to put him in the company of Washington 
Allston who, at the time of his death in 1843, struggled to complete his foretold masterwork in a 
genre, historical painting, that had fallen out of favor with American art consumers and artists.  
Lanman’s inclusion of Cole with Allston may have also attempted to link Cole with Allston’s 
well-established aversion to mass circulation of his work.  Allston painted on a grand scale, and 
though he worked through brokers to enable engraved reproductions of a few of his historical 
paintings late in his career (including the ill-fated Belshazzar’s Feast), Allston clearly delineated 
between historical painting as an art form and reproducible work, which he referred to in 
correspondence as illustration.  Later in the article, Lanman reiterated that Cole’s impact on 
American art has passed, stating that “the servile imitators of Cole may now be numbered in the 
dozens,” implying that even the market for paintings in the imitative style of Cole had waned, or 
at least have fallen out of fashion in art academies and in display (ibid.). 
 The question then becomes, of course, who Lanman named as the figurehead of 
American art not even two years after Cole’s passing. The answer was quick and absolute: 
Lanman identified Durand as the preeminent artist in America, and provided a rationale for this 
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determination through not only Durand’s art but also his biography.210  Lanman’s deference to 
Durand is unsurprising, as Lanman studied painting under Durand and was elected to the 
National Academy of Design in 1846, just one year after Durand took control of the institution.  
But Lanman did not simply defer to institutional influence when identifying Durand as the 
representative American artist at the time.   Lanman recognized Durand’s multifaceted art 
training as further justification, commenting that he was both an accomplished landscape artist 
and “…our best engraver of the human figure, as Ariadne after Vanderlyn will testify.”211  That 
Durand was first an engraver before dedicating his artistic practice to landscape (a well-known 
fact among artists and patrons) demonstrated his familiarity with both reproducible art and 
singular works, but that Lanman was quick to identify and laud this accomplishment further 
indicated that the art community did not consider Durand’s experience with engraving to detract 
from his contemporary pursuits in painting.
212
  Durand’s engagement with multiple fine art 
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media (which, in Lanman’s estimation, includes engraving) only made him a more skilled and 
versatile artist, rather than relegating him to trade work or a less elite cadre of fellow painters.
213
 
Lanman subsequently insisted upon the emblematic nature of Durand’s work: “His better 
pictures are truly American, and for that reason truly classical.”214  Here Lanman encapsulated 
the goals of the National Academy of Design which, at its outset, was a group of artists 
committed to circulating American works and combating the influence of John Trumbull’s 
American Academy of the Fine Arts, which promoted the use of casts to teach classical form to 
artists under its auspices.  To argue that Durand’s work is classical specifically because it is 
“truly American” allowed Lanman to connect American landscape art with a much longer and 
more revered history of Western classical art, but also presented Durand’s art as internationally 
inflected through its connection to the form of Classical Greek works and their most well-known 
collectors and admirers in the early part of the nineteenth century, the British.  Lanman praised 
Durand’s international connections, lauding his Swiss and English landscapes as highly as his 
American scenes, if not at the same length. 
The most prevalent metaphor in Lanman’s article is his continuous reference to Durand 
as a poet: “He is a true poet, but one who loves the shady woodlawns of a cultivated country, 
more than the beetling crag and deep caverns of a mountain land” (ibid.).  Here Lanman used the 
Romantic metaphor of the poet as a figure sensitive to artistic inspiration to emphasize Durand’s 
affiliation to the Romantic movement despite the lack of the sublime in his work.  But Lanman 
also affirmed the Romantic possibilities inherent in not only the wild landscapes of America, 
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which Cole had previously established, but in the “cultivated” landscapes of America, an aspect 
of representation that discomfited Cole.  Cole’s most ambitious work extant at the time of his 
death, his massive The Course of Empire series (1833 – 36), argued for the inevitable implosion 
of human society, represented by distinctly Greek and Roman constructions, and a return to 
nature (represented in the first painting of the series, The Savage State, as a North American 
landscape peopled sparsely by Native Americans) in the wake of fallen empire.  The fact that 
Durand, in Lanman’s estimation, integrated the progress of society into a Romantic vision of 
nature and subsequently became the figurehead of American art in the United States indicated 
several shifts within the art world since Cole.  First, and most apparently, Lanman’s assertion 
indicated an investment in cultural nationalism among practitioners of the fine arts; it was no 
longer necessary for American progress, even industrial progress, to remain independent of 
representations of natural beauty.  And, more tellingly for this project, it indicated that the 
project of Kindred Spirits had come to fruition; Bryant and Durand’s goals for American art had 
begun to be realized in ways that Cole may not have anticipated but had unwittingly enabled. 
What tributes to Cole published in American periodicals after his death indicate to art 
historians and literary scholars alike is that, at least at the moment of his passing and in the 
immediate years beyond it, Cole’s place in the public imaginary in terms of American art was 
not stable or necessarily secure.  To some extent, some of the primary figures that had been 
associated with Cole like Bryant and Durand had incentive to rethink what constituted a mass 
audience for landscape paintings like Cole’s that cannot circulate in traditional ways.  Both Cole 
and Durand reinvented Cole’s legacy to this end.  But contemporary critics too often take for 
granted that Cole’s nineteenth-century legacy was carefully staged in light of his relative 
anonymity to the majority of Americans and his resistance to mass circulation.  Statements such 
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as this, by critic Carl Pfluger, simply cannot be left unsubstantiated: “When Thomas Cole died, 
in 1848, his reputation, both in the art world and among the general public, was enormous: 
probably higher than has been attained by any other American painter, before or since.”215 Doing 
so might preserve the mythos associated with Cole, but does nothing to explain how that mythos 
came into being.  Subsequent sections will consider that path through the work of Bryant and 
Durand, and determine the immediate disciplinary and institutional benefits from presenting Cole 
as a universally revered American artist. 
 
Bryant’s Influence 
 In the story of Kindred Spirits, as well as the story of nineteenth-century American 
literature, William Cullen Bryant has become a waning influence.  Bryant’s popularity in popular 
culture and criticism has significantly declined since the height of his popularity as a poet and 
public figure in the 1870s and 80s and the height of academic interest in Bryant in the 1950s and 
60s.  Criticism on Bryant can be distilled into one of two areas of interest almost without 
exception: Bryant as national poet and Bryant as proto-Transcendentalist.  Scholars such as 
William Cullen Bryant II focus on national ardor and the desire to found a national aesthetic as 
driving forces behind Bryant’s poetics, and often cite his significant archive of politically-
minded editorials, featured in a variety of newspaper publications from the 1820s to the 1860s, 
as evidence of the fact that politics were never far from Bryant’s frame of mind.216  Donald 
Ringe and Charles Stanford frame Bryant within circulating discourses on aesthetics and nature, 
in an attempt to demonstrate Bryant’s rather cosmopolitan and transnational body of knowledge 
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despite his deist turns to nature when formulating discussions of contemporary American 
aesthetics.
217
  More recent interventions into Bryant criticism are sparse at best, but include 
productive work on Bryant’s role in the publishing industry and how his influence as a literary 
and fine arts tastemaker shaped the trajectory of American literature and history in the later part 
of the nineteenth century.  Gregory M. Pfitzer includes a discussion of Bryant’s Popular History 
of the United States (1876), a serial publication marketed on the basis of Bryant’s acclaim as a 
cultural figure, and Picturesque America (1872 – 1874) in his survey of popular publishing 
during the nineteenth century.
218
  Pfitzer considers how Bryant fashioned himself into a public 
figure to the benefit of the publishing industry during the 1870s, and how the industry continued 
to market Bryant following his death in 1878.  Bryant very much self-fashioned his image as 
hoary poet and historian, a “Fireside Poet” and larger-than-life historical figure (born, as was 
much touted by his publishers, before the death of Washington), and by the end of his life was as 
much a symbol of a simpler, more localized America as he was an active writer. 
Bryant offers considerable critical opportunities for any cultural or materialist scholar 
interested in how print influenced the production of art beyond the genre traditionally associated 
with Bryant: literature.  Bryant was a key player in New York publishing, editing periodical and 
bound volumes, such as anthologies, along with his own poetry collections. From 1827 to 1830, 
Bryant, along with R.C. Sands and Gulian Verplanck, published a gift book called The Talisman, 
which featured intermittent illustrations by Cole.  He was also active in the visual arts 
marketplace, and the work that he accomplished within the National Academy of Design and 
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American Art-Union appreciably changed the ways in which American institutions circulated 
and published on the visual arts.  While Bryant is most frequently associated with Cole in terms 
of artists, he also kept company and collaborated with Asher Durand and Samuel F. B. Morse, 
both of whom served as president of the National Academy of Design.  Bryant also circulated in 
a social circle which included Washington Irving, who not only famously helped to define the 
role of the professional American author in the early part of the nineteenth century, but who 
collaborated with illustrators to produce widely-circulating volumes of A History of New-York 
and illustrations of “Rip Van Winkle” which the American Art-Union distributed to select 
members in 1848.  Bryant socialized with a number of individuals influential in the publishing 
market, but none who would ultimately be more influential than himself in the latter part of the 
nineteenth century. 
 Part of Bryant’s success as a poet in the United States resulted from his understanding of 
the print marketplace more generally, gleaned from work as an editor and writer for periodicals, 
and how such experience shaped his understanding of how audiences responded to circulating 
works.  In a September 1, 1825 letter to Richard Henry Dana, William Cullen Bryant recalled a 
recent meeting with James Fenimore Cooper, his friend and frequent companion in New York 
literati circles.  Bryant stated: “I saw Cooper yesterday.  He is printing a volume called The Last 
of the Mohicans: the first volume is nearly finished.—You tell me that I must review him, next 
time, myself.  Ah, sir, he is too sensitive a creature for me to touch.  He seems to think his own 
works are his own property, instead of being the property of the public, to whom he has given 
them…”219  Bryant’s choice to couch audience reception in non-monetary terms such as “gift” 
does not undermine his knowledge of the role of economic promulgation of literature that the 
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public could provide authors; one of Bryant’s early, profitable literary projects was the “gift” 
book.  While his chiding of Cooper may have been be in good humor, his anxieties over his 
career as a professional writer in light of the authority of public taste were are palpable in his 
correspondence.  In a July 8, 1824 letter to Dana, Bryant lamented: “Nobody writes epic and 
nobody reads didactic poems; and as for dramatic poems they are out of the question.  In this 
uncertainty what is to be done?  It is a great misfortune to write what every body calls frivolous, 
and a still greater to write what nobody can read.”220  Bryant concluded that the only popularly 
accepted form of poetry is “…of a narrative kind—light stories in which love is a principal 
ingredient” (ibid.).  Bryant’s trepidation concerning poetic style may appear surprising in light of 
his success with his 1821 poem “Thanatopsis” (which has didactic leanings and lacks a love 
plot), but it speaks to his attention to popular poetry in the press and his desire to negotiate the 
demands of the public while maintaining artistic credibility.
221
  As a young poet and periodical 
contributor, Bryant obviously did not feel in control of his market, but, unlike some of his 
contemporaries, expressed an early desire to understand and direct the popular print marketplace. 
 Bryant also established contact with his reading public beyond print, and presented art 
and literary theory in public venues from an early point in his career. In the spring of 1826, 
Bryant and Morse executed a series of lectures on the nature and structure of poetry and the 
visual arts, presented at the Columbia College Chapel on behalf of the New York Athenaeum.
222
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The Athenaeum’s lecture series paired speakers with complementary topics to present the 
opportunity for comparison and debate.  The chance to pair the thoughts of Morse, the founding 
president of the nascent National Academy of Design, and Bryant, at the time, a notable poet and 
editorialist as well as the editor of The New York Review and Athenaeum Magazine, a periodical 
that featured much of Bryant’s own literary and art criticism, was certainly opportune.223 It was 
apparent that Bryant and Morse shared the desire to promote originality and genius among 
American artists and poets, a sentiment that institutionally posed them against Trumbull’s 
American Academy of Fine Arts, which its detractors claimed featured primarily casts and 
copies of the works of Old Masters.  But while both used similar terms to describe the inspiration 
behind both creative arts, Bryant clearly distinguished between the impression that poetry and 
the visual arts leave on their readers and viewers respectively.  Said Bryant: 
The ancient critics seemed to suppose that they did something toward giving a tolerable 
notion of it [poetry] by calling it a mimetic or imitative art, and classing it with sculpture 
and painting.  Of its affinity with these arts there can be no doubt; but the affinity seems 
to me to consist almost wholly in the principles by which they all produce their effect, 
and not in the manner in which those principles are reduced to practice.  There is no 
propriety in applying to poetry the term imitative in a literal and philosophical sense, as 
there is in applying it to painting and sculpture.  The latter speak to the senses; poetry 
speaks directly to the mind…The truth is, painting and sculpture are, literally, imitative 
arts, while poetry is only metaphorically so.  The epithet as applied to poetry may be well 
enough, perhaps, as a figure of speech, but to make a metaphor the foundation of a 
philosophical classification is putting it to a service in which it is sure to confuse what it 
professes to make clear.
224
 
 
While Bryant’s statements without context appear innocuous, the impact of separating poetry 
and the arts on the basis of their fundamental structure was, if not revolutionary, certainly drew 
attention.  Enough, in fact, that literary critic Charles L. Sanford felt the need to rationalize 
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Bryant’s distinction as stemming from the pressures of the talk itself (Bryant’s charge having 
been to somehow differentiate painting from poetry) long after the stakes of such a debate had 
passed.
225
  Sanford assumes that Bryant fell back on old biases in the process, championing the 
mental and spiritual connection that poetry made with its audience at the expense of the visual 
arts, which could only imitate nature rather than inspire the imagination (ibid.).  Sanford focuses 
on the term “imitative” when drawing this conclusion, alluding to the term’s derogatory 
associations when likened to the creative arts (ibid.). 
 But Bryant’s emphasis on the term “imitative” did not exclusively emerge from the realm 
of symbolic signification; Bryant also alluded to the relationship between the visual arts and 
literature that would come to consume the heart of his career in both fields: each work’s ability 
to circulate.  Bryant did not intend to reestablished outdated hierarchies of poetry and prose for 
the sake of debate.  He sought to bring an understanding of how literature and art variously 
appeal to their audiences through their relationship to signification.  Bryant asserted that poetry 
“speaks directly to the mind,” making an external reference point to, for instance, a Hudson 
River scene or the human figure, unnecessary.  Poetry appealed to its audience by bypassing 
referential knowledge; its readers did not need to have a specific, sensory experience to enable 
understanding.  This distinction freed poetry to move through space and through the hands of its 
readers in a less constrained manner than works of visual art such as statuary and paintings.  
Poetry appealed to readers without the pressures of experience and explication that the visual arts 
may have required. 
 Bryant’s co-lecturer, Samuel F. B. Morse, who at the time of the lectures was attempting 
to breathe life into the National Academy of Design and define his role as the newly-appointed 
Professor of the Literature of the Arts of Design at New York University, purported to feel this 
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distinction between language and the visual arts even more keenly than Bryant himself.  Morse 
began his lecture with a lament that artists have not tried to conceptualize their art for a 
“general” or student audience.226  For Morse, this criticism stemmed from artists’ failure to 
explain their work to the public by circulating texts meant to educate and explicate viewers.  
Such texts could circulate more freely than works of art and could help to bring the 
approachability and immediacy of text to the visual arts.  He was especially concerned with how 
little work has been produced about the relationship between painting and the other fine arts, 
among which poetry is included, and even cites Sir Joshua Reynolds’ misgivings on how to 
attempt such a theoretical task (40). Though lectures on the fine arts had been published abroad, 
and British authors such as Reynolds and Fuseli circulated in the United States, Morse claimed 
that these lectures were written with a specific kind of audience in mind: “In Europe, where 
every man has grown up from his infancy surrounded by the accumulated stores of the best 
productions of art, there is much of taste that is acquired unconsciously; there is an atmosphere 
of art which surrounds every one and in which he breathes as in his native element” (45).  
Clearly, Morse did not grant his American audience the same level of acculturation, though 
Nickolai Cikovsky points out that his audience at the Athenaeum was far from dilettantish.
227
 
Still, Morse was concerned that such British imports were not adequate for an American 
audience that had yet to fully conceptualize the definition and parameters of American art.
228
  
Americans needed to be able to describe the visual arts in a popular, if learned vernacular and 
needed to develop a conception of art across genres that spoke to the national character but was 
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rooted in the circulation possibilities of text.  As I discuss in chapter one of this dissertation, 
Morse’s call for an established vernacular in American arts was a problematically executed 
challenge at best.  But his successor at the National Academy of Design, Durand, certainly took 
his call to define art in relation to national character to heart, and emphasized art’s relationship to 
American identity during his tenure.  Not coincidentally, Durand also embraced the extensive 
circulation of art reproductions, the closest that “great” paintings could get to freely circulating 
among a mass audience, to further his agenda. 
 Neither Morse nor Bryant pioneered wholly new perspectives on art in either of their 
lecture series, and neither attempted to formulate a totalizing theoretical perspective on 
American art.  Morse altogether denied the existence of “American” art in his first lecture, 
instead claiming that the recently formed republic was still too much of a hodgepodge of cultural 
influences at the moment, lacking a “foundation” on which to construct a national aesthetic 
(ibid.).  In Morse’s configuration, only a widely-circulating theoretical basis for the visual arts in 
America could bypass this sectionalism.  To a similar end, Bryant highlighted the consumption 
habits of Americans as fundamental what he identified as a common concern among literary 
enthusiasts in America:  
The genius of our nation is quiet and commercial.  Our people are too much in love with 
peace and gain, the state of society is too settled, and that laws too well established and 
respected to allow of wild and strange adventures. There is no romance in either our 
character, our history, or out condition of society; and, therefore, it is neither likely to 
encourage poetry, nor capable of supplying it with those materials – materials drawn 
from domestic traditions and manners – which render it popular.229 
 
If it was the job of literary producers and visual artists alike to create such a foundation for 
American consumers, then Bryant’s task was that identified by numerous American authors of 
his time: to fashion a history for America “drawn from domestic traditions and manners” to 
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create such appeal (ibid.).  But Bryant’s literary project ultimately varied considerably from his 
early analysis of audience, and I argue that his interaction with visual artists is one way in which 
he was able to conceptualize a literary project beyond domestically-inflected, conventionally 
nostalgic literary works.  Bryant turned to a greater investment in visual metaphors, but even at 
this early juncture begins to conceive of the resolution as visual: “I hope it is the breaking of a 
bright day for American literature…” (ibid.). What one North American Review critic came to 
expect from Bryant is a painterly attention to detail: “…no one ever observed external things 
more closely, or transferred his impressions to paper in more vivid colors….The woods, the hills, 
the flowers, -- whatever, in short, is his subject, is brought before our eyes with a fidelity of 
delineation, and a brightness of coloring, which the actual pencil cannot rival.  The picture is 
always finished to the minutest particular.”230  Bryant’s critics and the reading public more 
generally embraced Bryant as a poet who could mimic a painter in portrayals of nature, to the 
extent that, as critic Kinereth Meyer asserts: “To his contemporaries William Cullen Bryant was 
nothing less than a hierophantic figure who interpreted the mysteries of American nature to the 
multitudes.”231 In the next section, I explore how Bryant interpolated Cole’s visual elements into 
poetry, and how his dominant, easily recognizable themes appealed to his audience, who may 
have been less familiar with Cole’s visual conventions than Bryant’s poetic ones.  Bryant’s 
readership anticipated certain poetic elements brought into harmony with exacting descriptions 
of landscape when approaching his works, and the fact that Bryant was able to build a reading 
community around these aspects of his work insured his success as both a poet and, figuratively, 
an artist. 
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Cole and Bryant at Kaaterskill Falls 
 In 1826, Cole painted two elevations of the falls,  Kaaterskill Falls and Falls of 
Kaaterskill, the former portraying the falls surrounded by a verdant landscape and the latter 
picturing the falls surrounded by late autumn foliage.
232
  Kaaterskill Falls presents a picturesque 
perspective of the falls: the perspective of the painting is elevated to present the falls in their 
entirety, but to avoid the sublime imagery that a low-angle perspective might yield, and the 
foliage nicely frames the distant falls, providing a softened border for the rock ledge the falls 
almost placidly tumbles from.  The rapids on the second level of the falls are obscured by the 
hazy treatment of the water itself, which appears to be more mist than water, and a plashing 
brook rather than a mighty falls at its point of rest.  The placement of the small cottage at the 
apex of the falls demonstrates human dominion over the natural scene.  By contrast, Falls of 
Kaaterskill presents a much more visually challenging perspective of the falls.  The painting 
lacks the natural frame of foliage present in Kaaterskill Falls; while fall leaves provide some 
boundary for the eye on the left side of the canvas, the right side of the canvas answers with 
darkness, punctuated intermittently by the implied presence of a bare, knotted branch.  At the 
foreground of the painting stands a dead, barren tree not present in Kaaterskill Falls’ more 
pleasant iteration of the scene.  The tree is a memento mori, a common trope in landscape 
painting, but an especially bleak and stark example, with a splitting trunk and massive roots 
buried in seemingly lifeless stone.  The falls itself stands out much more boldly against the dark 
rocks in Falls of Kaaterskill than in Kaaterskill Falls, and the water itself takes on some of the 
jagged angles and broken lines as the cliffs and stark tree branches that surround it.  On the 
horizon looms a storm, intimating that the violence done to the picturesque vision of the falls 
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may soon become more pronounced.  The only human presence in the scene is a small figure 
standing on the precipice of the second layer of the falls, wholly dwarfed by the landscape. 
 Cole’s Kaaterskill paintings reflect a tension in the relationship between the grandeur and 
danger of natural scenery and the human desire to shape or control nature.  Cole commonly 
presents this dichotomy in his paintings, whether based in the natural scenery of America or in a 
fantastical past, such as Cole’s later Voyage of Life series.233  Bryant’s “Catterskill Falls,” a poem 
loosely based on Cole’s paintings and written nearly ten years after their debut, reconceptualized 
Cole’s distinction between human agency and the natural world’s threatening power by 
narrativizing the landscape and bringing a more recognizable human presence to experience the 
distinction.  The poem presents the falls in winter, the perpetually falling water frozen into 
columns of ice.  It begins with a memory of the falls in summer: “Midst greens and shades the 
Catterskill leaps,/ From cliffs where the wood-flower clings;/All summer he moistens his verdant 
steeps,/ With the sweet light spray of the mountain-springs…”234  The initial image echoes 
Cole’s picturesque portrayal of the falls, but the poem quickly transitions to contemplating 
Cole’s coming storm, the “blast of December” that transforms the falls into a silent “palace of 
ice” (ibid.).  The poem then recounts the story of a “youth of dreamy mood” who stops to 
contemplate the beauty of the falls and is quickly overtaken by the elements.  The young man 
carries a gun and approaches the falls initially to hunt a lurking panther, but his “gentle…mien” 
is little match for the startling sublimity of the falls, which entrances him to pause and ultimately 
to collapse at its foot (ibid.).  His trance is complemented by the appearance of figures already 
inhabiting an icy kingdom: “Thin shadows swim in the faint moonshine,/ As take a ghastly 
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likeness of men,/ As if slain by the wintry storms/ Came forth to the air in their earthly forms” 
(171).  A parade of whalers lost at sea, archaic hunters brought down by storms, stricken children 
and maidens appear, drawing the young man further towards death until, abruptly, his reverie is 
broken and he finds himself in a cabin before a roaring fire, wrapped in blankets, rescued by the 
kindness of a passing woodsman. 
While Bryant’s poem illustrates the same sort of tension between the beauty and threat of 
the natural world that Cole’s Kaaterskill paintings do, important distinctions between Bryant and 
Cole’s perspectives emerge.  In “Catterskill Falls,” the young man is only saved from the 
sublime seduction of the landscape by the intervention of human agency against nature.  
Ultimately, “Catterskill Falls” portrays the heightened emotions and aftermath of a sublime 
experience and does reaffirm the humanity (via potential mortality) of the young man engaged in 
viewing the mountain.  But the process does not occur without the benefit of human intervention 
– without it, sublime experience becomes tragedy.  But this intervention also makes the sublime 
experience suspect.  Bryant composed the figure of the young man to be unusually sensitive to 
nature and seemingly naïve to the dangers of the natural world, as is evident not only in his 
dreamy demeanor but also in his inept stalking of the panther at the outset of the poem.  This 
naiveté is not replaced by a sudden realization on the part of the young man of his ignorance, in 
the manner of a sublime experience; the poem ends just as the young man wakes back into 
consciousness.  Thus Bryant complicated the sublime, leaving the reader with a general sense of 
the goodness of humanity but not a better informed sense of nature on the part of the young man.  
Bringing the sublime experience to the reader in this manner is a departure from British 
Romanticists like Wordsworth and Keats, who use a first person voicing to animate the 
experience of being overwhelmed by the sublime, but it also creates a more approachable 
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relationship with the sublime, one that ultimately ends in the comfort of a familiar 
environment.
235
  This stood in direct contrast to Cole’s conception of the sublime, which 
involved little, if any, human intrusion. 
 Bryant used nature in its picturesque and sublime extremes to explore human sentiments 
in his poetry, and emphasized the crafting of landscape through human perception, often to the 
extent that the landscape itself came to mirror the extent of human emotion expressed in his 
poems.  Bryant spent much of his career as a poet negotiating the concept of loss; his most well-
known work during his lifetime and today, “Thanatopsis” asks how a devotee of nature can 
reconcile the cycle of death and loss that ultimately allows the natural world to thrive.  Bryant 
advocated a simultaneous looking back on the bounty of nature and looking forward to entering 
its cycle (via the grave) as a way of countering the fear that death and the unknown brings.  
Bryant’s poems frequently constructed a contemplative experience for the reader by 
contemplating the loss of a more pleasant or simpler state of being; “Green River” recounts the 
experience of spending quiet moments experiencing nature after the speaker has been compelled 
to return to urbanity “…to drudge for the dregs of men;” the speaker in “To a Waterfowl” can 
only embrace the lesson that the presence of the bird offers after it has been lost from eyesight to 
the horizon; and the speaker in the aptly named “After a Tempest” can only truly respect the 
bounties of nature and human existence after the storm passes.
236
  Many of Bryant’s more 
famous historical poems borrowed well-trodden motifs of cultural loss in conjunction with nature 
to make their emotional impact, including his works on Native Americans (including “The 
Indian Girl’s Lament,” a poem that features a young woman crying over the loss of her lover 
                                                             
 
236William Cullen Bryant, “Green River,” The Poetical Works of William Cullen Bryant (New York: D. Appleton 
and Company, 1884), 29. 
 
160 
 
and, by patriarchal extension, her culture), Africans (“The African Chief” opens with the once 
proud chief on an American auction block), and ancient Greeks (“The Greek Boy” laments the 
loss of ancient Greek civilization and only alludes to its title in its closing stanza, which offers 
the possibility for Greece’s rebirth).  So well-known was Bryant’s typical subject matter and 
convention that a critic responding to his collected volume of poems in The North American 
Review in 1832 chided him for deviating from form and attempting light verse: “There are some 
other articles which we never saw before, and which we are sorry to see now.  We could not 
have affirmed, that Mr. Bryant would not succeed in humor, but we should not have expected 
him to attempt it.”237  Certainly, by 1832, the reading public and its mediating critics had 
developed expectations for Bryant, which did not include innovation upon his early successes 
and upon traditional poetic themes.  But Bryant’s motivation for embracing loss as a consistent 
poetic theme may have been motivated by its popularity among readers more so than a wish for 
an identifiable cadre of themes among his own body of work.  As Max Cavitch recounts, one of 
the reasons for the popularity of elegiac verse in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was its 
ability to bring people together in imagined reading communities: “In their figures of death, 
elegies seek to apprehend the ultimate, most unknowable condition of privacy, while pointing, in 
their language of loss, toward the sheer commonality of human experience.”238  Envisioned on 
the scale at which Bryant often portrayed death and nostalgia, this shared experience of loss can 
also be brought into the realm of nationalist ardor easily; the loss of the waterfowl, for instance, 
from view on the horizon can unite readers in a sense of loss but also force attention to a 
uniquely American horizon.   
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 One of the most apparent early losses in Bryant’s poetry was of Cole himself, who left 
America for further art education in Europe in 1829.  Bryant composed a simple sonnet to Cole 
upon his departure to wish his friend well and to warn him against leaving his early training in 
the arts in America behind: 
 Thine eyes shall see the light of distant skies: 
 Yet, COLE! thy heart shall bear to Europe's strand 
 A living image of thy native land, 
 Such as on thy own glorious canvass lies. 
 Lone lakes--savannas where the bison roves-- 
 Rocks rich with summer garlands--solemn streams-- 
 Skies, where the desert eagle wheels and screams-- 
 Spring bloom and autumn blaze of boundless groves. 
 Fair scenes shall greet thee where thou goest--fair, 
 But different--everywhere the trace of men, 
 Paths, homes, graves, ruins, from the lowest glen 
 To where life shrinks from the fierce Alpine air. 
 Gaze on them, till the tears shall dim thy sight, 
   But keep that earlier, wilder image bright.
239
 
 
Bryant’s sonnet to Cole operates on similar terms as his nature-focused poems, offering Cole’s 
previous residence in the United States as a largely unspoiled, natural wilderness at the point 
when Cole sought to embrace the overwhelming contrasts of Europe, the glutted history posed 
against barren, sublime peaks.  While the poem is most frequently understood in nationalistic 
terms, as a gentle reminder to Cole to preserve his adopted “Americanness” (England being his 
“native land,” though this fact is often dismissed by his periodical critics as simply 
happenstance) when confronted with the conventions of European art, neither Bryant nor Cole 
appeared to have a clear understanding of what “Americanness” in art might signify in 1829 
other than departure from traditional European methods of training artists and an attachment to 
nature, untrammeled by generations (as in Europe).  Bryant recast the America Cole left behind 
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as not only a “wilder” space, but also as a more suggestive image, offering bright contrasts of 
color and new visual perspectives: an artist’s frontier.  It is this image that Bryant beseeched 
Cole to preserve, and an image that American art patrons would come to indelibly associate with 
Cole just 20 years later.  Yet it was Bryant’s efforts at reinscribing American art’s identity 
through Cole’s career that allowed this transition to take place. 
 
The Apotheosis of Cole 
 On May 4
th
, 1848, before the National Academy of Design, William Cullen Bryant 
delivered a funeral oration for Thomas Cole, who passed away at home in the Catskills on 
February 11
th
 of the same year.  The oration gave the constituency of the National Academy of 
Design an opportunity to reflect collectively on Cole’s death and also to assess the state of its 
institution, of which Cole was a founding member, in his wake.  Bryant faced the dual challenge 
in his oration of commemorating a friend and positioning the impact of Cole’s life and career 
strategically within the National Academy of Design itself.  Despite what personal grief Bryant 
may have experienced, his intent for the talk could not be exclusively funereal.  Ultimately, Cole 
must be fashioned into a “variable martyred saint,” in the words of J. Gray Sweeney, in order to 
perpetuate his legacy within a nation that had yet to fully conceptualize itself or its aesthetic 
identity.
240
 
 While Bryant’s oration is primarily read today for its insight into Thomas Cole’s life, 
and is employed as an accompaniment to retrospectives of Cole’s work, it is also a valuable 
statement on the state of painting (and the lives of painters) in antebellum America and the 
institutions that supported them.  It demonstrates the development of Bryant’s perspective on the 
visual arts in America, a discussion in which he had been publically engaged since the 1820s.  
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The oration, which was subsequently printed in book form and distributed in New York and 
Philadelphia at the request of the National Academy, focused on issues affecting the Academy 
itself through the biography of Cole, and while the narration commemorated a longtime friend of 
the Academy, it more significantly provided a critical narrative for it to base itself on in the 
future.  It gave some perspective on how one of the most successful art institutions in antebellum 
America sought to present itself to its membership and to a reading public who may have been 
most familiar with Cole in death. 
 The National Academy of Design had not only recently lost Cole at the time of the 
oration, but had witnessed the departure of its first president, Samuel F. B. Morse, in 1845.  The 
Academy faced a moment of reckoning, both in terms of how its work and sphere of influence 
would change as it moved forward, and how its relationship with the popular American Art-
Union, which Bryant presided over, and the Philadelphia Academy of the Fine Arts, which 
Morse identified in his 1827 annual lecture to the National Academy of Design as its sister 
institution, would shape its future course.
241
  How could supporters of the National Academy of 
Design, long-lived by the standards of American art institutions, but always facing a tenuous 
future, define the role of the institution?  Or, as Morse put it in his 1826 lecture series, how might 
the Academy find its superstructure?
242
  Bryant, I argue, attempted to respond to this concern 
through his eulogy for Cole.  Asher Durand, who assumed the presidency of the National 
Academy of Design in 1826 after Morse’s resignation, would come to reaffirm Bryant’s position 
in his 1849 Kindred Spirits. 
At the outset of his oration, Bryant emphasized the impossibility of mourning Cole 
properly at the time of his death, which was accompanied by a snowstorm that made passage to 
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Catskill out of the question for his urban friends and admirers.  As a result, Bryant and his 
audience were left to mourn Cole outside of his corporeal presence, and to feel the affect of his 
absence on not only the immediate state of the Academy, but on the state of American art more 
generally.  Bryant characterized his death as an absence of paintings on the Academy’s walls, 
leading ultimately to a crumbling edifice: “It is like wrenching out by the roots the ivy which has 
overgrown and beautifies and upholds some ancient structure of the old world, and has sent its 
fibres deep within its masonry; the wall is left a shapeless mass of loosened stones.”243  Thomas 
Cole brought the sinew to the Academy, but also, to a great degree, created its sense of history 
and longevity, which, for an organization which had only been active in New York for 20 years 
at the time of his passing, was a significant gain.  This sense of longevity also certainly stemmed 
from the nostalgic values of Thomas Cole’s subjects, the sense that his work had been accruing 
the history of New York and the nation from a time long before the beginning of his career. 
 Bryant identified Cole’s role in the academy as both participant and embellishment in 
order to emphasize the public role that his art served in the Academy as well as his interpersonal 
importance to its members.  Says Bryant: “He was one of the founders of the Academy whose 
members I address, as well as one of its most illustrious ornaments” (3).  Bryant here highlighted 
Cole’s importance as a member of a community and a physical feature of that community’s 
production: the gallery show.  And while the term “ornament” prescribed a certain lack of 
agency to Cole as artistic producer, Bryant chose the term to blend the concept of the artist and 
his work, emphasizing the interconnection between producer and product.  Bryant continued to 
emphasize the interconnectedness that Cole achieved throughout his career in his eulogy.  Says 
Bryant on mourning Cole’s loss: “But when to great worth is united great genius, when the mind 
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of their possessor is so blended with the public mind as to form much of its strength and grace, 
his removal by death, in the strength and activity of his faculties, affects us with a sense of 
violence and loss; we feel that the great fabric of which we form a part is convulsed and 
shattered by it” (4).  Key in Bryant’s metaphor is the link between Cole’s artistic perspective and 
“the public mind,” which Cole’s work reflected and also helped to shape and define.  The very 
fabric of society, as Bryant characterized it, has been dismantled by his passing, unable to sustain 
itself without Cole’s consciousness as interlocutor.   
Bryant also appealed to the same sort of unutterable connection to Cole’s audience 
through religion that Charles Lanman deferred to in his 1849 review of Cole’s epic paintings, 
likely a nod to Bryant’s oration, an excerpt of which opened the piece.  Bryant continues, “…the 
contemplation of his works made men better…The paintings of Cole are of that nature that it 
hardly transcends the proper use of language to call them acts of religion.”244  Part of Cole’s 
contribution to the National Academy of Design was his art’s ability to connect with its viewing 
public, a connection that Bryant saw as edifying to the public, but which also undoubtedly 
benefitted the institutions with which Cole affiliated.  Bryant’s own American Art-Union was, at 
the time of the eulogy, hosting a retrospective of Cole’s works jointly with the National 
Academy of Design and the New York Gallery of the Fine Arts, a fact which Bryant references 
fleetingly when extolling Cole’s virtues as man and moralist: 
When I visit the collection of his pictures lately made for exhibition; when I see how 
many great works are before me, and think of the many which could not be brought into 
the collection; when I consider with what mastery, yet with what reverence he copied the 
forms of nature, and how he blended with them the profoundest human sympathies, and 
made them the vehicle, as God has made them, of great truths and great lessons, when I 
see how directly he learned his art from the creation around him, and how resolutely he 
took his own way to greatness, I say within myself, this man will be reverenced in future 
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years as a great master in art; he has opened a way in which only men endued with rare 
strength of genius can follow him. (37) 
 
Bryant certainly spared no praise for Cole, and demonstrates to his audience how Cole’s 
retrospective grants attendees a perspective on both Cole’s work and an appreciation for human 
nature and genius.  Bryant strayed from formal art rhetoric when describing the Cole 
retrospective, emphasizing instead the edifying connection that attendees can make with Cole as 
“great master,” who managed to become closer to his viewing public despite his exalted status.  
Fundamentally, Bryant’s reaction to the retrospective sought to enfranchise the novice viewer of 
art, minimizing discussion of the art itself in favor of affecting the apotheosis of Cole.  Bryant 
positioned Cole as a figure to be understood outside of the erudite chatter of the New York art 
world, even claiming that Cole’s genre is more appropriately nature itself than any 
predetermined and codified school of painting (5 – 6).  It is of consequence to note that Bryant’s 
eulogy was reproduced in the guide accompanying the American Art-Union’s 1848 retrospective 
and in its bulletin, and that the Union had, as Joy Sperling recounts, made a significant 
investment in Cole’s Voyage of Life series, which Bryant incidentally also extols in Cole’s 
eulogy, in 1842 in hopes of profiting significantly from reproductions of the series.
245
  Sperling 
reads the Art-Union’s promotion of Cole in 1848 as economic good sense; the more popular 
Cole’s artwork became in the eyes of New York art enthusiasts, the more lucrative the Art-
Union’s investment in Cole was to become.  Cole’s increasing popularity would also bring more 
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notoriety to the Art-Union itself, which was never to host a show that enticed more attendees 
over its fourteen-year existence than the 1848 Cole retrospective.
246
 
 Regardless of whether Bryant’s motivation for composing Cole’s eulogy was primarily to 
honor his friend, Bryant was clearly aware of the economic concerns of the institutions with 
which he associated. But more significant to the development of art rhetoric in New York is 
Bryant’s clear understanding that he was speaking to an audience larger than the constituency of 
the National Academy of Design in May 1849, and less sophisticated than a cadre of artists and 
well-enfranchised art enthusiasts. This broader conception of audience helps to rationalize some 
of the eulogy’s more idiosyncratic points, such as its extensive recollections of the history of the 
National Academy of Design itself, which may serve to educate an audience unfamiliar with its 
past as well as create camaraderie among the “Gentlemen of the Academy,” to whom Bryant 
addresses the oration.
247
  Bryant’s oration sought to acquaint its audience with the goals of the 
National Academy of Design by appealing to their (potentially posthumous) interest in Cole and 
their interest in an American institution which, even as it appears to address an elevated class of 
individuals (“gentlemen”) that its readership may not universally inhabit. 
The oration also clearly used significant points of Cole’s biography to create a 
chronology of American art that brings the concerns and goals of the National Academy of 
Design to the fore.  In Bryant’s formulation of Cole’s life, the National Academy of Design arose 
seemingly organically to complement the development of America’s foremost landscape artist.  
The clearest example of this intertwining is Bryant’s long aside on the visual arts and patronage, 
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which arises from a description of Cole’s first extended experience with patronage on the estate 
of George William Featherstonhaugh in the winter of 1825.  Featherstonhaugh, from Cole’s 
perspective, was a fickle and careless patron, submitting Cole to not only the inconveniences of 
inconsistent payment but also the domestic embarrassment of eating meals with the children of 
the household (12).  Though Cole only spent one rather morose winter with Featherstonhaugh by 
all accounts, Bryant cast this experience as a radical example of how patronage stifles and 
harangues all artists unlucky enough to trust their fortunes to the supposed benevolence of a 
benefactor.  While Cole’s strength of character allowed him to produce several reputable 
landscapes during his time on the Featherstonhaugh estate (Bryant states that Cole “suffered no 
depression of his faculties” despite “the discomforts and vexations that surrounded him”), Bryant 
still asserted in the end: “There had been no necessity of providing Cole with a patron.  The 
public had already learned to admire his works under the guidance of those who were esteemed 
the best judges, and their attention being once gained, his success was certain” (13 – 4). Who 
Bryant did not acknowledge here are Cole’s more supportive patrons, notably Luman Reed, who 
was well-known for his dedicated financial support for Cole’s compositions and other artists 
such as Durand.  Bryant instead recognized patronage as a wholly dysfunctional system, almost 
feudal in its social distinctions, in order to edify the more egalitarian approach to art funding that 
institutions like the National Academy of Design and the American Art-Union offered. 
Bryant proposed two alternatives to the pitfalls of patronage through Cole’s biography.  
The first is the good opinion of art professionals, the “best judges,” who have the ability to 
arbitrate public taste in a manner beneficial to transcendent artists like Cole.  While it is tempting 
to read Bryant’s “best judges” as art critics, he almost certainly used the term to reference a 
wider scope of individuals who were able to influence public taste through print as well as 
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through the display and promotion of select artists.  Bryant conflated refined artistic palates with 
access to the economic resources to affect the display of edifying public art, but perhaps access 
to money does not corrupt the patron as quickly as the ability to lavish it capriciously, free of the 
oversight of an institution or governing body.  The other option that Cole’s biography supports, 
that of artists banding together to support each other, holds equal potential to combat the 
ignorance of a careless patron, though the number of artists able to support others in addition to 
themselves does not appear substantial in Bryant’s estimation.248  Artists were able to empathize 
with the pressures of the art market in the early republic, something that writers, Bryant 
pointedly claims, are not able to do.  Says Bryant:  
Men of letters in the present age have luckily little to do with patrons; the community is 
their patron; the more general diffusion of education and of the habit of reading enable 
the man of decided literary talent to obtain from the people surer and more constant 
rewards than he formerly received from the bounty of the great.  The painter, however, 
addresses himself to a taste much less generally cultivated than that of reading, and the 
works of his art are not, like books, in the power of every man to purchase and possess.
249
   
 
Bryant countered the problem of patronage with the fantasy of a universal literary aesthetic based 
upon ownership – every man may “purchase and possess” books (though not, notably, read 
them) whereas only the elite can afford to own art and, presumably, only a still-smaller cadre 
would have a well-developed sense of what to buy.  Bryant’s comparison was rational 
considering that a central goal of the American Art-Union was to allow fine art to circulate like 
literature by promoting the reproduction of paintings and enabling their transmission through a 
wide network of brokers.  At its most earnest, the American Art-Union attempted to democratize 
the fine arts through the distribution of prints and its bulletin, which communicated the 
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fundamentals of good taste to its subscribers.  But by establishing a myth of universal circulation 
for the fine arts to aspire to, Bryant had to fundamentally misread the state of the literary 
marketplace and disavow the paranoia that authors like Hawthorne attributed to mass circulation 
and its potential to disempower the author.  Presumably, the end justified the means for Bryant; 
his approach redefined the relationship between artists and authors in a fundamental way, giving 
the life of the author the potential to empower the artist.  But whether the National Academy and 
affiliated institutions would be able to enact any aspect of Bryant’s fantasy of unbounded 
circulation had yet to be seen. 
 Bryant’s address ultimately sought new audiences and a confirmed new direction for the 
National Academy of Design even as it proposed to look back at Cole’s contributions to the field 
of American art.  By elevating Cole to an emblematic status in the development of American 
landscape art and the institutions that support it, Bryant created a base from which the institution 
could grow.  But part of Bryant’s innovation required him to redefine the relationship between 
the artist and the public, a new conceptualization that Durand carried forward into his 
commemoration of Cole and Bryant’s relationship. 
 
Kindred Spirits  
While it may have had a surprisingly complex network of influence dictating its subject, 
Kindred Spirits had a straightforward subject and purported goal: to honor the friendship of the 
fallen artist, Cole, and his poet companion.  The composition is steeped in the memory of Cole’s 
idyllic portrayals of Hudson River landscapes, which, as Bryant highlighted in his oration, had 
been mainstays in the National Gallery of Design art shows.  The painting emerged from a 
figurative point of nostalgia for the archetypal figures of the American artist and author as well.  
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It realized the ideal relationship between the figures: each was able to be inspired by natural 
beauty and the solitude the landscape affords, yet each could consult a variant artistic producer 
(each role emphasized by the figures carrying the tools of their trade, as if anticipating plein air 
work) for an informed perspective on the scene being viewed.
250
  Though Durand fashioned Cole 
in the role of the mentor in the painting, directing Bryant’s perspective on the scene, their artistic 
process is collaborative; as Cole highlights a unique point of view, Bryant will interpret it and 
elucidate upon it in poetry.
251
  This connection was apparent in periodical commemorations of 
Cole as well, who often deferred to his “poetic” nature when describing his body of work. 
The painting has been critically understood as a testament to a unifying aesthetic among 
Hudson River School artists and the authors and artists associated with New York City’s 
National Academy of Design.
252
  Even beyond the immediate context of the work, the painting 
has come to signify a community of diverse cultural production centered on a broadly signified 
concept of nature, frequently transcendentalism but also luminism and deism, more broadly 
conceived.
253
  The friendship portrayed between Cole and Bryant has become an ever-widening 
                                                             
250 Both Cole and Durand executed plein air work consistently throughout their careers.  See Thomas Cole: Drawn 
to Nature ed. Christine T. Robinson (Albany, NY: Albany Institute of History and Art, 1993) and Linda S. Ferber’s 
“Asher B. Durand, Landscape Painter” in Kindred Spirits: Asher B. Durand and the American Landscape, ed. Linda 
S. Ferber (Brooklyn, NY: The Brooklyn Museum, 2007) respectively for more extensive accounts of how each artist 
executed plein air work. 
 
251 Donald A. Ringe, “Kindred Spirits: Bryant and Cole,” 233 – 4. 
 
252 A retrospective of the Hudson River School on display at the National Gallery of Art from 2005 through 2007 
used Kindred Spirits as its framing device, presenting the painting in the context of its Hudson River school 
contemporaries.  The gallery brochure concludes with an invocation of the work’s singularity in American culture: 
“It was only with the revival of interest in the School during the 1930s and 1940s that works like Durand’s Kindred 
Spirits once again assumed their central importance as key monuments in the history of American art.”  Asher B. 
Durand: Kindred Spirits (Washington DC: National Gallery of Art, 2005), 6. 
 
253 For more on this connection between Cole, his contemporaries, and the concept of luminism, see William H. 
Gerdts, American Luminism (New York: Coe Kerr Gallery, 1978) and Barbara Novak, American Painting of the 
Ninteenth Century: Realism, Idealism and the American Experience (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980). 
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sphere of influence, including Durand, Emerson, Thoreau, and Irving, to the point where the 
work has become a genre and era-defining representation of nationalized artistic production. 
 In short, the painting has come to symbolize for scholars and students of American literature a 
sphere of influence, largely speculative, that informs critical interpretations of American art and 
literature and, more to the point of this study, the relationship between these creative modes. 
While Bryant’s close friendship with Cole is undisputed, the degree to which their 
friendship was emblematic of an era of collaborative artistic production among artists and writers 
is questionable, and the assertion obscures the pressures, both in terms of the production of art 
and its institutional reception, that both groups negotiated.  At best, this assumed relationship 
between artist and writer omits facets of the history of artistic production in the United States 
that are fundamental to the work of both authors and visual artists.  While my focus in this 
chapter is on publishing and circulation, Bryant’s denunciation of patronage in the American art 
community, and his clear delineation between this system and the productive work that he 
commits as an author, demonstrates that the productive pressures vary significantly between 
authors and artists during the antebellum era.  Even Allston’s The Poor Author and the Rich 
Bookseller (1811), analyzed at length in chapter 2, demonstrates that the production-based 
laments of the author were distinct to his artistic form.   The concerns of the author were not 
subject to a parallel to those of the artist in terms of their respective economic systems of 
production and distribution.  In the wake of Bryant’s 1849 address, and with respect to Bryant’s 
and Durand’s aligned institutional interests, the painting could have come to represent a new 
relationship between artists and writers, where writers lend the reproducibility of their craft to 
artists for the purpose of disseminating taste.  Artists could reap the benefits of such a 
relationship through a renewed relationship to the public, which could provide broader 
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institutional support for artists, eliminating the implicit class disparity in the production and 
consumption of American fine art.   
This perspective decenters the assumed unified aesthetic among artists and writers, which 
in the case of the painting itself, was born out of the Romantic discourse of the time period and 
subsequently naturalized through the guise of the “kindred spirits” argument.  Taking this 
perspective on Kindred Spirits changes the way in which critics may interpret the work by 
fundamentally reinterpreting the relationship between Cole and Bryant.  In the painting, Cole is 
gesturing towards the landscape at hand with a paintbrush, as if instructing the onlooking Bryant 
on how to select the most advantageous angle or perspective from which to view the scene.
254
  
The figures overlook a fanciful rendition of Kaaterskill Falls which Cole dramatically rendered 
in his 1826 painting of the same name.
255
  Durand’s surrounding natural imagery is reminiscent 
of Cole’s famous Hudson River scenes, but executed in Durand’s more realistic representational 
style.
256
  Linda Ferber acknowledges this blending of Durand’s style and famous references to 
Cole’s scenery as indication that Durand was taking up Cole’s mantle in the American art world, 
acknowledging himself as the present pulse of American art while recognizing Cole’s significant 
(albeit, early) contributions (ibid.).  While this interpretation nicely reflects the infighting and 
institutional conflicts that Durand found himself embroiled within upon Cole’s death, it does not 
offer justification for Bryant’s presence.  If Durand composes the painting to solidify his position 
within the American art world, why does Bryant appear to be the figure learning from Cole and 
inheriting Cole’s distinct perspective on landscape?   
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 See Fig. 11. 
 
255 See Fig. 9. 
 
256 Linda S. Ferber, “Asher B. Durand, Landscape Painter,” Kindred Spirits: Asher B. Durand and the American 
Landscape, ed. Linda S. Ferber (Brooklyn: The Brooklyn Museum, 2007), 161. 
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The answer to this question, as this chapter has argued, extends beyond the wishes of the 
patron and to Bryant’s role in bringing the circulation habits of literature to the realm of the 
American artist.  Not only was Bryant instrumental in executing the first widespread 
reproduction and circulation of Cole’s works (specifically, Cole’s The Voyage of Life series) 
through the American Art-Union, but he aggressively advocated for a broader market for 
American art and an increasingly enfranchised, middle-class consumer to support art’s 
production and proliferation through broader networks of distribution, a westward expansion on 
a smaller scale, and reproduction.  And while Bryant’s vision for the American Art-Union ceased 
to be viable in 1852, after a New York court declared the lottery system by which the Art-Union 
distributed its reproductions to be illegal, Bryant continuously advocated for broader markets for 
art through greater distribution and circulation throughout his professional career, as both an 
institutional supporter and periodical critic of American art. 
 In a late July, 1854 letter, Bryant offers a candid perspective on American art to Estelle 
Anna Blanche Robinson Lewis, a contributor to Graham’s Monthly Magazine desirous of his 
input on the artists Durand and Cole.
257
  In his response, Bryant takes the opportunity to compare 
the merits of each artist: 
…I am fond of both the painting of Cole and Durand.  Cole has the bolder hand, and, I 
think, worked with more freedom.  He was earlier a painter than Durand, and to this 
owed, I have no doubt, much of that vigor and confidence which is apparent in all his 
later works.  In this respect, however, Durand is constantly improving, and his later 
works have the most strength.  Cole sought always to infuse into his paintings some great 
moral or religious idea.  I am not certain that he did not sometimes make the design too 
obvious.  This is never the case with Durand, who seems to love art for her own 
sake…Durand, in general, imitates nature with the truest paint; Cole, with the same 
power, did not always deem its exercise to the same extent necessary or even ancillary to 
his design. (335 – 6) 
 
                                                             
257 William Cullen Bryant to Estelle Anna Lewis, c. July 20, 1854, in The Letters of William Cullen Bryant, ed. 
William Cullen Bryant II and Thomas G. Voss (New York: Fordham University Press, 1975), 3.335. 
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Bryant ultimately expresses his overarching preference for Durand’s work, stating: “There are no 
landscapes produced in any part of the world which I would more willingly possess than his…” 
(336). While Bryant’s preference for Durand’s work in the mid-1850s may have supported the 
changing preferences of the art consuming public in America (and the institutions that support 
and enable art consumption), it also reflected the changing character of America.  If the early 
nation allowed Cole a certain “freedom” to work and stretch the figurative boundaries of nature 
to didactic ends, such infinite freedom seems to have been foreclosed by the passing of time or 
the progression of the nation.  Bryant valued Durand’s work for defying the moral trappings of 
Romanticism, and embracing the “art’s for art’s sake” credo that had begun to unseat Romantic 
art’s primacy in America and abroad.  But Bryant was perhaps overstating Durand’s turn towards 
what would be termed the Aesthetic movement in the 1860s; Durand’s style had clear Romantic 
influences derived from Cole that remain evident in his work through the 1860s.  Was his turn 
towards Durand, then, motivated by his desire to press American art ever forward in terms of 
international taste and preferences?  To abandon the “freedom” and “vigor” of the early republic 
in favor of the institutionally-orchestrated aesthetic of mimetic natural representation and the 
more cultivated perspectives of nature that Durand favored?  Ultimately, unseating Cole’s 
didactic Romantic leanings alters the audience and vocabulary, broadening once again what 
Bryant saw as the ever expanding American audience for art.  Cole favored unbridled borders 
and infinite horizons as the most fundamental units of American identity; Bryant saw these 
horizons not in the natural beauty of its firmament, but in the unbounded opportunity that 
American consumers offered executors of art. 
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Conclusion 
In 1872, near the end of his life, William Cullen Bryant saw the publication of the first 
volume of Picturesque America, or the land we live in, what would ultimately become two 
massive volumes of illustrations of American scenes paired with explanatory essays by Oliver 
Bunce.
258
  The volume includes nine full-size engravings and almost 50 smaller illustrations by 
“eminent American artists,” some of whom, like Granville Perkins and Harry Fenn, were also 
well-known illustrators of decorative volumes of poetry by authors such as Edgar Allan Poe, 
Henry Longfellow, and John Greenleaf Whittier.  Bryant served as the editor of the project and 
contributed its preface, which introduces what he describes as both a familiar look back at the 
unified American landscape in the wake of the Civil War and pleasing visual perspectives on 
scenes too remote for most Americans to explore for themselves.  The landscapes in Picturesque 
America, in Bryant and Bunce’s estimations, were more reliable than the endlessly redrawn and 
reimagined maps of America because they portray an American identity that cannot be captured 
by representations of borders and topography.
259
  Bryant’s introduction invokes familiar aesthetic 
arguments from the early Republic and before about the grandeur of the American landscape as 
well as English Romantic dicta about landscape and picturesque tourism: “Our majestic rivers—
among the largest on either continent—and on our lakes—the largest and noblest in the world—
the country often wears an aspect in which beauty is blended with majesty; and on our prairies 
and savannas the spectator, surprised by the vastness of their features, finds himself, 
notwithstanding the soft and gentle sweep of their outlines, overpowered with a sense of 
                                                             
258 The second volume was published in 1874, and both went into multiple revised editions, including a key 1894 
editon re-edited by Bunce to delineate rail travel routes and tourist accommodations at locations considered 
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259 William Cullen Bryant and Oliver Bell Bunce, Picturesque America; or, the Land We Live In (New York: D. 
Appleton and Co., 1872 – 4), 1.iii-iv; 1.31. 
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sublimity” (iii).260 The varied landscapes of America produce their own aesthetic wonder in 
Bryant’s preface, replete with “distinct physiognomy” to grant a recognizable character to 
discrete areas of the nation (iv). 
 While the rhetoric itself may seem, at best, comforting for novice middle-class American 
consumers of art in the wake of national upheaval, and, at worst, an antiquated throwback at the 
moment of the rise of Eakins and American realism, it plays out the unification of art and 
language for the masses that Bryant had been formulating throughout his career as a poet and art 
theorist.  Nowhere is the unification more apparent than in the frontispiece of the 1872 edition of 
the first volume of Picturesque America.
261
  It featured an engraving based on a sketch by Fenn 
of a bold waterfall landscape, recalling the popular Hudson River School artist renditions of 
Kaaterskill Falls, and the title of the volume rendered in twig lettering in the foreground of the 
scene.  Foliage frames the scene, contrasting young, verdant plant growth with the artistically 
rendered wood constructing the title.  Towards the bottom right of the frontispiece sits the figure 
of an artist, busily engaged in plein air work, with his back turned towards the viewer and the 
barest hints of paint on his canvas.  The frontispiece clearly paid homage to a painting close to 
Bryant’s heart and in his ownership in 1872, Asher B. Durand’s Kindred Spirits.  In this way, the 
volume itself honored an artist not featured in its pages or plates but very much in its approach to 
natural scenes vis-à-vis artists influenced by Cole’s earlier representations of New York and 
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 It is worth noting that Picturesque America appeared as a companion volume to the study Picturesque Europe, 
published in the mid-1870s in the United States.  While Bryant did not edit Picturesque Europe, it shares nostalgia 
for landscape and features the work of several common artists. 
 
261See Fig. 12. The frontispiece is omitted in subsequent editions of Picturesque America, perhaps due to cost or the 
waning influence of Bryant on the work posthumously. 
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New England, and through Bryant, whose perspective on aesthetics and natural philosophy 
interplayed with Cole’s own.262   
But what makes Picturesque America such a fitting representation of Bryant’s aesthetic 
process, especially so late in his career?  Sue Rainey argues that Bryant’s participation in the 
volume’s creation was minimal, beyond his contribution of the preface, and that Bryant primarily 
leant his name to the volume’s production as a celebrity endorser rather than a driving force 
behind its assembly and production.
263
  But I contend that the project of Picturesque America is a 
fitting capstone for Bryant’s professional career, both in its ambition to bring a middle class 
audience to natural scenes and basic aesthetic concepts, but also in its attempt to disseminate the 
work of artists in a commercially successful way.  As Rainey painstakingly documents, 
Picturesque America was a massive commercial undertaking for its publisher, D. Appleton and 
Company, who distributed portions of the volumes first in serial, then, with the addition of 
engraved plates under two types of gilt leather bindings, one more moderately priced but 
similarly adorned.
264
  While Bryant may not have been personally invested in the amount of gilt 
on each binding or the placement of each landscape vignette in Picturesque America, he was 
consistently invested in the popular dissemination of art in America throughout his career, as this 
chapter has demonstrated.  Bryant sought to financially empower visual artists through wider 
networks of distribution and printmaking enabled by institutions that he helped to shape. 
While Bryant’s poetry may not have provided the title for Kindred Spirits, his philosophy 
on the publication and circulation of the visual arts certainly provided its backbone.  Along with 
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 Sarah Burns identifies the recurrent presence of Cole in Picturesque America in a review of Sue Rainey’s 
Creating Picturesque America.  Sarah Burns, “Reviewed work(s): Creating Picturesque America: Monument to the 
Natural and Cultural Landscape by Sue Rainey,” Winterthur Portfolio 30.1 (1995), 91-94.  
 
263 Sue Rainey, Creating Picturesque America: Monument to the Natural and Cultural Landscape (Nashville, TN: 
Vanderbilt University Press, 1994), 83. 
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Durand, who sought to solidify his role in American painting through the painting’s composition, 
Bryant seized the moment of Cole’s death to reconceptualize what how artists relate to their 
viewing publics and how their works reach their audiences.  Bringing an institutional perspective 
to how artists fund their works, and a literary approach to their dissemination, Bryant attempted 
to alter the way that artists approached their labor.  For critics of nineteenth-century art and 
literature, this “kindred” work between Bryant and Durand offers an important revision not only 
to the extent of the intellectual relationship between art and literature at this moment, but also the 
degree to which art and literature influence each other’s material production and what outcomes 
that influence yields. 
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Figure 9: 
Kaaterskill Falls 
Thomas Cole 
1826 
Oil on Canvas 
9 ¾ x 7 ¾ inches 
Graham Willford Foundation for American Art 
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Figure 10: 
Thomas Cole 
Falls of Kaaterskill 
1826 
Oil on Canvas 
43 x 36 inches 
Warner Collection, Tuscaloosa, Alabama 
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Figure 11: 
Asher Durand 
Kindred Spirits 
1849 
Oil on Canvas 
38 ¼ x 61 inches 
Walton Foundation 
 
 
 
183 
 
 
Figure 12: 
Frontispiece for Picturesque America 
Harry Fenn 
1872 
Engraving 
9 ½ x 12 ½ inches 
Published by D. Appleton and Company, New York 
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Chapter 5: The Marble Faun and the Discursive Contexts of Art 
 
But we must do more than merely refer to this exquisite work of art; 
 it must be described, however inadequate may be the effort to express 
 its magic peculiarity in words. 
-Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun 265 
 
 In 1857, after his term as consul in Liverpool expired, Nathaniel Hawthorne and his 
family began a tour of France and Italy which would ultimately form the basis of his final novel, 
The Marble Faun (1860).  His travels brought him into contact with a number of distinguished 
political and cultural figures, including expatriate American artists and American art students 
seeking to imbibe the artistic holdings and heritage of Paris and Rome.  Armed with the popular 
travel books of the era, a Murray’s travel guide, “a highly essential nuisance,” and Hillard’s Six 
Months in Italy, and numerous invitations from his new acquaintances, Hawthorne undertook 
visiting a dizzying array of artist’s studios, galleries, and museums during his first few months in 
Italy and documented his tours in his Italian Note-books, which follow each amble through the 
streets of Rome in close detail.
266
  Hawthorne’s experiences in Rome, with a few, notable 
exceptions, were largely disappointing.  Hawthorne was unimpressed by Rome’s present-day 
mien, describing it after a two-week stay on February 3
rd, 1858 as: “Cold, narrow lanes, between 
tall, ugly, mean-looking, whitewashed houses, sour bread, pavements most uncomfortable to the 
feet, enormous prices for poor living; beggars, pickpockets, ancient temples and broken 
monuments, and clothes hanging to dry about them; French soldiers, monks, and priests of every 
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 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun,  The Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Vol. IV. 
Ed. William Charvat, et al. (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1968), 8. 
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 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The French and Italian Notebooks, The Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel 
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degree; a shabby population, smoking bad cigars…”267  Hawthorne disliked the narrow streets 
and alleys, the result of Rome’s centuries of city planning, and was even less impressed with the 
character of the Italians and throngs of tourists he inevitably encountered when traversing the 
paths, footsore from the process.
268
 It is perhaps little wonder, then, after having undertaken such 
an unpleasant route to the galleries, museums, palaces and churches that housed Rome’s prized 
collections of art, that Hawthorne was often unimpressed by the collections themselves.  He was 
wholly overwhelmed by the volume of art preserved in Rome, which he deemed to be 
unnecessarily generous considering its quality: “I am of the opinion that good pictures are quite 
as rare as good poets; and I do not see why we should pique ourselves on admiring any but the 
very best.  One in a thousand, perhaps, out to live in the applause of men, from generation to 
generation, till its colors fade or blacken out of sight, and its canvas rots away…”269  Hawthorne 
acknowledged the temporality of art, great or otherwise, in describing the inevitability of the 
decay of great work, and was critical of Rome’s galleries for not doing enough to stave off the 
effects of time through proper care of great works.  Rome’s display practices also disenchanted 
Hawthorne, who commented on occasion that if only its paintings were presented with more 
obvious care, in “brilliant frames” and with the “rich and mild external lustre” of varnish, they 
might have made more of an impression on him (114).
270
  Ultimately, Hawthorne admitted, 
viewing much of the art of Rome simply was not worth the walk. 
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268 Paul Brodtkorb, Jr. connects Hawthorne’s apparent distaste for much of Rome and its people to the ambivalent 
perspective the novel itself offers on Rome.  While Rome may offer brief moments of respite in the form of 
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269 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The French and Italian Notebooks, 126. 
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 But Hawthorne’s cynicism dissipated when confronted with a work of art that seized 
upon his interest in terms of both its composition and conditions of display.  He was enchanted 
by a glance at Michaelangelo’s Pieta (1498-99), to the point of being more impressed with its 
environs, St. Peter’s Basilica, as a result of its presence (90 – 1).  Of no surprise to readers of The 
Marble Faun, Hawthorne was equally enchanted with The Dying Gladiator (c. 230 – 220 BC), 
which seemed to command the room in which it stood:  
I do not believe that so much pathos is wrought into any other block of stone.  Like all 
works of the highest excellence, however, it makes great demands upon the spectator.  He 
must make a generous gift of his sympathies to the sculptor, and help out his skill with all 
of his heart, or else he will see little more than a skillfully wrought surface.  It suggests 
far more than it shows.  I looked long at this statue, and little at anything else, though, 
among other famous works, a statue of Antinoüs was in the same room. (102) 
 
Hawthorne was moved to exclusively engage with the The Dying Gladiator despite the 
impressive statuary surrounding it.  The statue seemed to exist, for Hawthorne, in isolation 
despite the surrounding gallery; it demanded an emotionally taxing level of engagement that 
defied description despite its rewards.  But Hawthorne did not express the extent of such 
demands more concretely; in fact, when gazing upon Beatrice Cenci (1662) by Guido Reni,
271
 
another key work featured in his novel, he seemed unable to express the outcome of such 
emotional investment in language: “…as regards the Beatrice Cenci, I might as well not try to 
say anything; for its spell is indefinable, and the painter has wrought it in a way more like magic 
than anything else…It is the most profoundly wrought picture in the world; no artist did it, nor 
could do it again.”272  Here Hawthorne yielded to the claim of indefinability so frequently 
                                                             
271 The work has subsequently been attributed to Elisabetta Sirani, a follower of Guido, as well, though this 
attribution has not been confirmed without question.  The portrait was first popularized among Romantic writers by 
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272 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The French and Italian Notebooks, 92. 
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employed by the American press when discussing fine art of note in the early nineteenth century. 
He stated that the painting itself was too fine in execution to properly describe as a means by 
which to cement its aesthetic merit, but exceeded the cliché in claiming that the artwork itself is 
too fine to be produced (or reproduced) by any other artist.
273
  Beatrice Cenci, in Hawthorne’s 
estimation, is a singular entity, existing in only one scene, made possible by only one confluence 
of artist and cultural moment. Even bringing knowledge of the Cenci tragedy to one’s viewing of 
the painting, which, as Millicent Bell asserts, by Hawthorne’s time in Rome, was a must-see for 
enthusiasts and producers of literature and the arts as well as tourists, who all sought to capture 
the pathos of Beatrice’s sad tale through the painting, corrupted the experience of viewing the 
painting for Hawthorne.
274
  Hawthorne further problematized the singular production and 
dissemination status of the Beatrice Cenci in The Marble Faun by not only creating Hilda, a 
character whose sole artistic vision is to copy the painting, but also by attempting to describe 
both Guido’s painting and Hilda’s copy in detail, creating the opportunity for the reader to 
figuratively view the painting through prose.  What exemplified the quality and austerity of the 
most lauded paintings and statuary in Hawthorne’s note-books became an impasse when 
bringing his experiences in Rome into a fictional context: those qualities which are by definition 
indescribable must be somehow described, a task which caused Hawthorne no small amount of 
anxiety over the limits of language and his sensitivity to the visual arts.
275
  The Marble Faun is 
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most fundamentally a novel that seeks to solve this disjointed confluence between the pressures 
of fiction and the conventions of art criticism and nineteenth-century aesthetic discourse. 
In this chapter, I argue that Hawthorne addressed the problem of how to embody and 
describe works of visual art in fiction in two ways that significantly impact the course of art-
focused fiction.  First, I argue that Hawthorne identified the construction of a discourse to 
accompany art as integral to its interpretation, even insisting that art cannot exist outside of an 
interpretive narrative, and that the work of art’s relationship to its narrative was a determinant of 
its quality.  These narratives in The Marble Faun take the form of character development, as 
each character functions as both the model, the subject of an artwork, and a creator of art at 
various moments in the work.  Ultimately, aesthetic discourse shaped both the artists and the 
artworks in The Marble Faun, and it is the relationship between both, the ways in which the 
characters play out the emotions conveyed in the paintings and statuary and how the artworks 
themselves are able to reflect the aesthetic and moral concerns of the characters, that convey the 
indescribable characteristic of each artwork.  Hawthorne subsequently considered how artistic 
production shaped artists; his characters took the process of creating art as a model for self-
fashioning.  Throughout this process, artists depended upon human models, who serve as 
variables that problematized the artist’s ability to establish a cogent narrative through art.   
Second, I argue that Hawthorne recognized keenly the existence of the work of art in time 
and space and used the dissemination possibilities of the work of art to establish its relationship 
to fiction.  Rather than rejecting the impossibility of a work like Beatrice Cenci’s capability for 
reproduction in the course of the novel, Hawthorne drew the fictional form towards this non-
reproducible interaction with its audience, idealizing the proper place of great works of the visual 
arts and literature as singular entities, limited to the consumption of select audiences under pre-
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established conditions.  Rather than undermining the ability of a revered painting or statue to 
occupy only one point in space at a time, Hawthorne idealized this relationship of audience to 
artwork, and demanded through The Marble Faun that literature embrace and emulate similar 
austerity.  Hawthorne did so by ineluctably tying the novel to contemporary Rome itself, making 
the scene of the novel’s conception so specific in terms of geography that it must be experienced 
in that context.  The fact that The Marble Faun was initially read as a guidebook for Rome rather 
than a novel attests to the effectiveness of Hawthorne’s intermingling of real spaces and fiction 
in the work, and the subsequent, conflicted readings that the novel yielded as a result.
276
  
This chapter’s first section reflects upon The Marble Faun in terms of its critical history, 
focusing specifically on how materialist rationale has shaped the reception of the novel in recent 
critical interventions.  Subsequent sections consider how the novel considered the problems 
associated with developing discourses for and circulating art through its characters and the roles 
that they played in relationship to the art of Rome and the expatriate art being produced in its 
wake.  Ultimately, I seek to identify why Hawthorne’s overflowing final novel became the 
creative space for him to theorize these contests of art circulation in the guise of aesthetic 
discourse.  That art can be beautiful is fundamental to Hawthorne’s oeuvre, and that beauty can 
decay is central to the Romance, Hawthorne’s self-defined genre.  But Hawthorne’s particular 
problem in The Marble Faun was defining how art relates to the space it inhabits and the 
reactions in viewers that it engenders, and the novel form itself proved to be a difficult match to 
Rome’s endlessly winding streets. 
                                                             
276
 Robert H. Byer, “Words, Monuments, Beholders: The Visual Arts in Hawthorne’s The Marble  Faun,”  
American Iconology: New Approaches to Nineteenth-Century Art and Literature,  Ed. David C. Miller (New Haven 
CT: Yale University Press, 1993), 163 – 85.   
 
190 
 
In The Marble Faun, Hawthorne’s Romantic gallery was Rome.  Rome yielded the 
substance of Romance that Hawthorne lamented even late in his career that America lacks: “No 
author, without a trial, can conceive of the difficulty of writing a Romance about a country where 
there is no shadow, no antiquity, no mystery, no picturesque and gloomy wrong, nor anything 
but commonplace prosperity, in broad and simple daylight, as is happily the case with my dear 
native land.”277  It is “Ruin,” in Hawthorne’s estimation, that yielded a good Romance, and 
ultimately served as the loam for the development of his New Englanders abroad, Kenyon and 
Hilda.  But why, then, in its native climate, did Hawthorne’s Romance construct a portrait of 
Rome closer to the havoc of the chaos of its Carnival than the august galleries and picturesque 
ruins that had been the points of acculturation for a gentleman of Hawthorne’s social status since 
the eighteenth century?  Hawthorne’s Rome is populated by models who fail to simulate lives 
that they do not represent, artists whose work only emphasizes its lack of referentiality as it 
achieves substance, people who become grotesque through their lack of self-fashioning and 
artifice.  The city itself is rotting into its own firmament of bones and statues still buried, and the 
statues unearthed, once demonstrations of human beings’ high moral nature, fail to signify.  It is 
a world that Hawthorne’s artists and their models constantly seek out representational truths 
through social relations and art.  But truth in representation was ultimately only knowable 
through further intermedia signification, not only in terms of discussions of how to interpret art, 
but how to gain knowledge more generally.
278
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current newspapers and look attentively for a story that describes the scandals connected to a family similar to 
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Critical Contexts for The Marble Faun 
 Prior to the 1990s, critical responses to The Marble Faun focused on positioning the 
rather curious divergence that the novel took from Hawthorne’s previous, tightly plotted short 
fiction and novels in terms of its stylistic shifts, often argued to be influenced by the novel’s 
obsession with the visual arts.  Critics have long noted how Hawthorne’s discursive choices in 
the novel bore witness to the difficulties he faced bringing together the visual media he 
encountered in Rome and his own prose style.
279
  But identifying how the visual arts shaped 
Hawthorne’s prose has been difficult to decipher.  As perhaps an alternative to the challenges of 
this mode of reading, critics like Nina Baym have considered the role of the artist in Hawthorne 
as psychological manifestation of what is unclear in Hawthorne’s discursive choices.280  Strict 
narratological and deconstructive approaches to Hawthorne have applied method to the seeming 
disunity of his prose, but have failed to develop a thriving critical conversation about 
Hawthorne’s relationship to aesthetic and narrative systems, perhaps because they yielded such 
varied conclusions.
281
   
But the growing interest in materialist approaches to literature in the 1990s and first 
decade of the twenty-first century have productively informed critical approaches to Hawthorne, 
an author who has long been identified as interested in authorship as a profession and understood 
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in relationship to questions of textual reproduction and dissemination.
282
  Richard Brodhead 
highlights Hawthorne’s response to an increasingly depersonalized literary marketplace, 
emphasizing that the aspects of nineteenth-century private lives, such as punishment and 
domesticity, that Hawthorne reimagined in his novels represented his awareness of a looming 
literary public.
283
  Michael Newberry and Leon Jackson develop nuanced readings of 
Hawthorne’s understanding of the literary marketplace, debating his approaches to copyright, 
patronage, and literary circulation in terms of his understanding of how authorship, as a 
multifaceted and difficult to define “profession” in antebellum America, worked.284  Bryan Jay 
Wolf and Susan Williams also bring historical specificity to Hawthorne’s uses of the visual arts 
in fiction throughout his career.  The visual arts operated not only as a symbolic counterpart to 
Hawthorne’s interest in Romanticism, but also as a physical manifestation of point of view and 
the way in which his readers moved through space, especially important to a novel like The 
Marble Faun, which guided readers through a venue they had witnessed through engravings and 
photography.
285
  Hawthorne became increasingly aware that his audience had visualized Rome in 
historically specific ways by the publication of his final novel, and took into account that his 
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readership was not only reading about Roman antiquity, but seeing it in ways that, up to that 
point, had been impossible.   
Meredith McGill, whose formulation of the antebellum print marketplace reveals how 
reprinting and complicated patterns of text circulation influenced Hawthorne’s discursive style, 
argues that Hawthorne relied on a specific professional demeanor and what she terms, quoting 
Poe, a “‘poetics of repose.’”286  McGill argues that Hawthorne depended upon a stylistic 
obscurity in terms of his identity as American author, demonstrated by his repeated references to 
his lack of renown among the American reading public, and a light hand when crafting his 
audience’s reaction to his prose (228).  As McGill quotes from Poe’s review of Twice-Told 
Tales: “A painter would at once notice [the] leading or predominant feature [of Hawthorne’s 
sketches] and style it in repose.  There is no attempt at effect.  All is quiet, thoughtful, subdued” 
(ibid.).
287
  The emphasis on “repose” in Poe’s passage is telling, as it relates the term, generally 
thought to signify a restful or peaceful state, to the context of his aforementioned painter.  Poe 
specifically identified “repose” as a term relative to the context of the visual arts, where it 
indicates compositional harmony and an untroubled flow through the compositional elements of 
the painting for the eye.  Poe used a visual comparison perhaps as reference to Hawthorne’s 
reference to his short fiction as “sketches,” a term which McGill notes that Poe tended to avoid 
in favor of “essays” in his review (ibid.).  But Poe may also have chosen a visual comparison to 
demonstrate Hawthorne’s dependency, even in his early works, on the visual arts to theorize 
fiction.  Part of this dependence relates to the genre which both Poe and Hawthorne sought to 
theorize: American Romanticism, a contested critical term generally defined in terms of 
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imported philosophical and aesthetic ideals from England and Germany that began to populate 
American journals and bookshelves as early as the 1810s.  More to Hawthorne’s context, 
American Romanticism colored the fictional approach of writers such as the aforementioned Poe 
and philosophers such as Emerson.  Hawthorne himself is perhaps the most popular practitioner 
of American Romanticism, and did much to conceptualize the structure of the American romance 
in the prefaces to two of his most famous works, The House of the Seven Gables (1851) and The 
Blithedale Romance (1852).  Hawthorne’s Romanticism blended elements of Romantic 
philosophy from the visual arts with his own, developing theories on aesthetics and fiction.   
His interest in the comingling of the visual arts and fiction vis-à-vis Romanticism was 
present in some of his earlier prose works, notably “The Artist of the Beautiful” (1844).  The 
story recounts the life of an apprentice watchmaker, Owen Warland, involved in the lonely 
process of creating a delicate, mechanical butterfly, which, once given flight, is carelessly 
crumpled by the awkward gestures of a child trying to possess it.  The story serves as a metaphor 
for the seriality of Hawthorne’s prose productions, which also, once loosed upon the periodical’s 
subscribers, is consumed by way of entertainment and crumpled in its subsequent disposal.  It 
represents Hawthorne’s attempt to link the virtuosity that produced the singular, mechanical bird, 
an autonomous artwork, and the skill that produced Hawthorne’s story itself which, by virtue of 
being published and circulated in serial, cannot be singular. 
 Romanticism’s focus on the cultivation of the individual and unique genius aligns with 
this ideal of precious, singular production, but, as McGill shows, this focus on virtuosity in 
Hawthorne deals with the production of texts more so than the production of individuality.  
McGill reads Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables as a demonstration of the fruitlessness 
of endless perpetuation and repetition, demonstrated through the decaying Pyncheon family line, 
195 
 
specifically in pursuit of fortune, here, the apocryphal family inheritance that drives the conflict 
of the novel (241).  McGill argues that The House of the Seven Gables experiments with 
approaches to literary production in the face of an unfamiliar and dynamistic market structure 
that encroaches upon the Pyncheons, ultimately asserting that, while the characters in the novel 
may find this intersection between commerce and production disempowering, Hawthorne did 
not.  Says McGill: “…one of Hawthorne’s most important legacies to national culture may be his 
ability to make strategic withdrawal look like powerlessness before the market, the price of 
composure rather than the exercise of authority” (269).  Ultimately, McGill claims, that 
Hawthorne’s protestations against the intersection of his Romantic tale and the marketplace did 
more to fix him as an American author of note than they did to reveal any legitimate slights 
against Hawthorne from his critics or readership. 
 But if Hawthorne’s challenges to the market logic of the American print trade did so 
much for his professional life, why did he choose to radically alter his scene and approach to 
fiction eight years later when writing The Marble Faun?  Critics have justified the shift through 
an examination of American political shifts over the 1850s, and certainly, no historian or literary 
scholar would argue that the growing sectional division and political discord over slavery could 
not have altered Hawthorne’s definition of what an American author might be.  Blythe Ann 
Tellefsen identifies a convincing parallel between Kenyon and Hilda’s chaste yet confused 
responses to the corrupting influence of Rome (in the presence of racially othered companions, 
the child-like Donatello and the dark and alluring Miriam) as white America’s figurative 
response to the growing conflict over slavery in the States.
288
  Robert Levine also reads The 
Marble Faun as a novel focused on racialized bodies in the distinction between the Protestant 
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Americans and the Catholic Italians dramatized in the novel as binaries representing chastity and 
moral corruption.
289
  While each of these readings explores different parallels between the novel 
and its American context, both insist that Hawthorne was fundamentally interested in the 
political and economic stakes of America, and expressed this interest establishing credibility and 
authority through authorship and dramatizing America’s timely conflicts and shortcomings in an 
international scene.   
 But the preface of the novel troubles parallels drawn between Rome and the American 
scene, specifically in its immediate rejection of traditional economic systems.  Rome is simply 
not a scene where money is exchanged in The Marble Faun; characters barter, gift, and exchange 
resources to survive their stays in Rome, and Hawthorne himself confesses to one of the more 
consistent approaches to non-monetary exchange in the work: theft.  Hawthorne’s Preface to The 
Marble Faun introduces theft as his dominant metaphor for his inclusion of works of art 
produced by American authors in Rome:  
An act of justice remains to be performed towards two men of genius, with whose 
productions the Author has allowed himself to use a quite unwarrantable freedom...the 
Author laid felonious hands upon a certain bust of Milton and a statue of a Pearl-
Diver…Not content even with these spoils, he committed a further robbery upon a 
magnificent statue of Cleopatra…Were he capable of stealing from a lady, he would 
certainly have made free with Miss Hosmer’s noble statue of Zenobia.290 
 
Hawthorne subsequently feigns to return the works of art to their creators, acknowledging each 
artist as a future, major contributor to American art culture and advertises his sincere admiration 
for each.  But by relating his references to specific works of art in the novel to theft, he affirms 
their presence as singular entities; he is not able to reproduce them for the amusement or 
edification of his readers in prose, but emphasizes that the works were borrowed and summarily 
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returned.  Hawthorne continues to emphasize the singularity of Rome’s art throughout the novel, 
even through the character of Hilda, who, as a copyist, would appear to be the antithesis of such 
singularity.  But Hilda’s work only emphasizes the singularity of Beatrice Cenci by capturing its 
emotional appeal, the expression on the face of Beatrice, without wholly reproducing its 
composition.  What Hawthorne seems to be able to bring to The Marble Faun is the emotional 
impact of the artworks introduced in the novel, which he, at times, demonstrates through the 
reactions that his characters have to viewing them or interacting with them, and, at others, which 
he focalizes through the voice of the narrator. After discussing the novel’s genre and what his 
spectators might anticipate from a romance novel set in Rome, Hawthorne warmly acknowledges 
the artists that created works that he appropriated with “felonious hands” for his own fictional 
sculptors and painters.  He concludes his preface with an indication of how the novel will use 
such borrowings: 
He [the author] now wishes to restore the above-mentioned beautiful pieces of sculpture 
to their proper owners, with many thanks, and the avowal of his sincere admiration.  
What he has said of them, in the Romance, does not partake of the fiction in which they 
are imbedded, but expresses his genuine opinion, which, he has little doubt, will be found 
in accordance with that of the public.
291
 
 
In light of the previous ideas Hawthorne ruminates upon in his preface, the elements necessary to 
the construction of the novel’s mood, and his invitation to the reader to indulge him in his 
“fanciful story,” Hawthorne’s insistence that his critiques of the contemporary sculptures 
described in the narrative are his “genuine opinion” is remarkable in its apparent lack of guile.  
While Hawthorne carefully selects the statues and reveals them at integral times in the narrative 
(such as Kenyon’s initial unveiling of his Cleopatra to Miriam), he claims not to craft his 
reactions to the works themselves.  The question of whether one can craft or feign one’s response 
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to an artwork recurs throughout the narrative as its characters become increasingly embroiled in 
deceit, and the dei ex machina that inspire exclamations of guilt are increasingly art pieces.  
Hawthorne’s editorial ruminations about art throughout the novel reiterate this question apart 
from his characters’ development; he becomes increasingly interested in how viewers respond to 
art, what logical processes or reading habits it requires, and how a viewer can come to 
misinterpret art (as his protagonist Kenyon often does), whether through unfortunate 
misperception or willful misreading. 
 Hawthorne’s interest in how art evokes critical and emotional responses in its audience is 
certainly due in part to his own uncertain responses to the masterpieces of Roman sculpture, 
most notably the Dying Gladiator, the sculpture that opens the novel, and the Laocoon.  Anne 
Lounsbery hypothesizes that it is Hawthorne’s ennui when facing the popularly reproduced 
sculptures play out Benjamin’s appraisal of art at the moment of mass reproducibility of art 
prints; the original simply cannot preserve its aura in the wake of its innumerable reproductions 
and in the midst of such massively documented and reproduced galleries.
292
  Certainly 
Hawthorne voices concerns about artistic reproductions throughout his literary career, and 
massive reproduction had changed the terms of conversations about art, both who can have them 
and which metaphors still accurately represent the artistic process.  But Hawthorne’s concerns 
over art in The Marble Faun seem less guided by the dynamism of the present than burdened by 
the weight of the past, which Hawthorne terms “the vague sense of ponderous remembrances.”293  
Paul Brodtkorb and Robert Levine have each accounted for the text’s problematic relationship to 
art as a breakdown of allegory, either an inability for art to communicate a totalizing message in 
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a decaying Rome or its modern audience’s refusal to engage with the allegory Hawthorne is 
trying to construct within the novel.
294
  Both imply that nineteenth century patrons understood 
that art of both antique and contemporary derivations should capture the ethos of its age in the 
telling of a morality narrative.   Hawthorne begins The Marble Faun within this frame of 
interpretation, but quickly departs from it, despite adding an increasing number of artworks 
steeped in morality lessons to the novel. 
 
Art and language in The Marble Faun 
 In The Marble Faun, Hawthorne’s setting, contemporary Rome, presented him with an 
environment so full of the art of the past and present that it was still appearing out of the very 
soil, as Kenyon discovers while unearthing the partially exposed Venus statue.  Hawthorne’s 
challenge was to construct a gallery in which his protagonists, Miriam, Hilda, Kenyon, and 
Donatello, can experience conflict and interact as well as develop a discourse that reflects their 
surroundings.  Hawthorne laid out the terms of this gallery space in his preface and the first 
chapter of the novel.  The novel opens in the Capitoline sculpture gallery and immediately 
introduces the key artworks therein: 
In was in that room (the first, after ascending the staircase) in the centre of which reclines 
the noble and most pathetic figure of the Dying Gladiator, just sinking into his death-
swoon.  Around the walls stand the Antinous, the Amazon, the Lycian Apollo, the Juno; 
all famous productions of antique sculpture, and still shining in the undiminished majesty 
and beauty of their ideal life, although the marble, that embodies them, is yellow with 
time, and perhaps corroded by the damp earth in which they lay buried for centuries.  
Here, likewise, is seen a symbol (as apt, at this moment, as it was two thousand years 
ago) of the Human Soul, with its choice of Innocence or Evil close at hand, in the pretty 
figure of a child, clasping a dove to her bosom, but assaulted by a snake.
295
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The statues in the gallery portray elevated states of human emotion and perfected human beauty, 
girded in the description by the Dying Gladiator, a statue famous for evoking pathos (hence, 
“pathetic”) in its viewer, and Child with Dove, representing the scope of the human moral 
landscape.  Though the statues shows signs of decay, as indeed does most of Hawthorne’s Rome, 
the artistic ideal portrayed through them does not diminish with time.  The language that 
Hawthorne used to describe art here is familiar: “majesty,” “beauty,” “ideal.”   Hawthorne 
employed this scene of statues as a pediment for his construction of Roman history which 
follows, and sympathy and morality become key contested terms in the story of Miriam and 
Donatello.  If Hawthorne had chosen to preserve this world in the narrative, and chosen the poles 
of morality and pathos for its outer boundaries, the role of art would be clear.  Art would 
demarcate the most elegant responses to human strife and elevate its viewer to similarly noble 
emotional responses to struggle.  It would morally enlighten its viewers and bring them to a 
fuller understanding of what is at stake in the struggle for the “Human Soul.”   
In light of all art appears to be able to achieve at this moment in The Marble Faun, it can 
only be described as unfortunate that “the four friends of ours” choose to inspect the Faun of the 
Praxiteles rather than the Dying Gladiator (7).  Even more tragically, their interest in the Faun is 
piqued not by its prestige or philosophy; the statue simply resembles Donatello, the resident 
Italian among expatriate artists.  Miriam, Hilda, and Kenyon tease Donatello about the likeness, 
asking him to pose in the manner of the statue and playfully inspecting him for evidence of 
pointed ears and a goat’s tail.  Donatello’s vivacity seems equally reflected in the Faun, which, in 
obvious contrast to the reverential language Hawthorne used to describe the aforementioned 
statuary, is lauded for its sensuous figure: “The form, thus displayed, is marvelously graceful, but 
has a fuller and more rounded outline, more flesh, and less of heroic muscle, than the old 
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sculptors were wont to assign to their types of masculine beauty” (8).  The Faun is, in 
Hawthorne’s estimation, “unlike anything else that ever was wrought in that severe material of 
marble” because of its ability to evoke a pleasing response in its viewer: “It is impossible to gaze 
long at this stone image without conceiving a kindly sentiment towards it, as if its substance 
were warm to the touch, and imbued with actual life…Perhaps it is the very lack of moral 
severity, of any high and heroic ingredient in the character of the Faun, that makes it so 
delightful an object to the human eye and to the frailty of the human heart” (9).   
Hawthorne introduced a new method of reading and responding to art with the 
appearance of the Faun in the narrative.  The Faun does not require a sophisticated understanding 
of how art functions philosophically to enjoy: it is simply pleasurable to view.  It does not 
depend upon a narrative to appeal to its audience, as is the case with the Dying Gladiator.  And it 
manages this appeal through a break with the conventions of ancient sculpture and disparate 
approach to its medium.  The joie de vivre expressed in the figure of the Faun is most commonly 
captured in painting, a medium which is associated with female sensuality throughout the course 
of the novel, both through the practicing painters Miriam and Hilda, but also through the 
common themes of the few paintings described in the novel.  The Faun’s seemingly aberrant 
masculinity is mirrored in Donatello, who early in the narrative is portrayed as more childlike 
and animalistic than masculine, and accounts for some of the appeal of them both: each exists 
apart from the imposing moral and gendered social narratives that the characters will all have to 
confront as they experience life in Rome.  While ultimately the Faun will come to highlight 
Donatello’s fall from innocence and into the sins of his past, the statue’s integral representative 
role in Donatello’s progression is ultimately incidental.  The statue only takes on a narrative 
history in light of Donatello’s crime and transformation. 
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The question of how viewers impose a discourse upon the art that they view recurs 
throughout The Marble Faun and is dramatically played on in Kenyon’s rejection of the Apollo 
Belvedere and critique of the Laocoon.  Expecting the company of Hilda, who has been, without 
his knowledge, arrested in connection to the murder of the Model, Kenyon sulks through the 
galleries of the Vatican, convinced that the often-viewed statues therein will not appeal to him.  
Hawthorne posits that his ability to interpret the statues is stunted by Hilda’s absence:  
It is a delicious sort of mutual aid, when the united power of two sympathetic, yet 
dissimilar intelligences, is brought to bear upon a poem by reading it aloud, or upon a 
picture or statue, by viewing it in each other’s company.  Even if not a word of criticism 
be uttered, the insight of either party is wonderfully deepened, and the comprehension 
broadened; so that the inner mystery of a work of genius, hidden from one, will often 
reveal itself in two.  (391) 
 
The process of interpretation is here portrayed as a mystical connection between sympathetic 
souls attuned to the qualities of genius in a work.  It exists wholly outside of language and is not 
dependent upon previous experiences with the artwork in question.  Understanding simply comes 
into being in this instance, and lacking the essential connection with Hilda that brings profound 
understanding about, Kenyon is left to his own devices, and after first lamenting the “very cold 
art” to which he has devoted himself, he carelessly dismisses the Apollo Belvedere as simply a 
beautiful statue, not “beyond criticism” or “ethereal and godlike” as he had understood it to be 
on previous viewings (ibid.).  Such cynicism seems to support Hawthorne’s claim that 
sympathetic souls must share the experience of art to experience transcendence.  But Kenyon’s 
subsequent viewing of the Laocoon undermines the necessity of this connection; Kenyon views 
the Laocoon as “one triumph of sculpture,” a figure suffering amidst “the long, fierce struggle of 
Man,” yet maintaining a calm expression which recalls, to Kenyon, the calm and rage of an 
active sea and the sublimity of Niagara (ibid.).  Kenyon’s sudden insight into the nature of the 
Laocoon is predicated by “…his mood of unwonted despondency that made him so sensitive to 
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the terrible magnificence, as well as to the sad moral of this work.  Hilda herself could not have 
helped him to see it with nearly such intelligence” (391 – 2). 
 Kenyon’s response to the Laocoon is systematic, rooted in language and the logic of 
metaphor, which facilitates the statue’s comparison to natural representations of art concepts like 
sublimity.  His emotional investment in the work, far from mystical, stems from a tangible event 
(Hilda’s missed appointment) and, in context, is overblown and perhaps a bit humorous.  His 
emotional state may make him more invested in seeking out artistic representations of misery, 
but it ultimately misinforms his understanding of his relationship to the statue.  Donatello’s 
comparison to the always mirthful Faun suffers from the same emotional misreading; his 
companions envy his simple, happy state of being and seek to experience it through their 
interaction with the Faun statue, which can seemingly bring the experience of such mirth to any 
viewer.  But ultimately even at his most innocent, Donatello cannot maintain the character of the 
Faun, and Miriam, who teases Donatello about the likeness, has little faith that such happiness is 
realizable.  While it is a struggle to encapsulate a work of art into a linguistic description or 
reading, such critiques seem increasingly more reliable in The Marble Faun then their emotional 
counterparts. 
 The most notable example of how emotion affects the interpretation of art occurs when 
Kenyon and Donatello’s view the nymph-like fountain while rambling the Italian countryside.  
Donatello is familiar with the history of the now deteriorating sculpture, which by local lore was 
the meeting place of the nymph, now portrayed in stone, and her lover.  The nymph is said to 
have drawn back the water from her lover after he attempted to cleanse his blood-stained hands 
in the fountain after committing a crime.  His tainting of the fountain stained the nymph’s 
innocence, and hence the nymph is portrayed as forever weeping.  Charmed by the story, Kenyon 
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insists that Donatello try to call back the nymph and fairy denizens of the forest, which Donatello 
attempts until ultimately collapsing into a fit of tears by the fountain’s edge.  Kenyon’s response 
to the statue and its folk narrative is much the same as his response to Donatello’s likeness to the 
Faun: he asks Donatello to step into the scene and serve as an innocent, natural counterpart to the 
fairy story.  Kenyon is so moved and delighted by Donatello’s fairy calls that he neglects to 
consider the story itself or the weeping countenance of the nymph.  Donatello, conversely, 
responds by assuming the role of the guilty lover, tormented by his inability to commune with 
nature and achieve his previous innocence.  He is wholly unaware of the statue’s role as an 
intermediate between the reality he experiences and the reality of the folk tale. 
 Both Kenyon and Donatello misread the statue and the story attached to it as an indicator 
of reality, whether a playful, imaginative reality as in the case of Kenyon or a much more dire 
and condemning reality in the case of Donatello.  And while Kenyon’s misreading is most 
consistent in the novel, misinterpretation is not exclusive to the male protagonists.  Hilda, whose 
virginal purity seems to give her a spiritual insight into great paintings and the minds that created 
them, is ultimately the most susceptible to misinterpretation, apparent in her turn to “idolatry” in 
the act of Catholic confession.  Even Miriam is hindered by her inability to read anything but her 
past in art; she cannot take example of the opportunities she has to refashion herself through art, 
such as Kenyon’s Cleopatra.  The question that comes to dominate The Marble Faun is whether 
art can support any sort of cohesive interpretation.  With the lives of the protagonists constantly 
in dramatic flux, is it possible for art to signify beyond their emotional states?  And how much 
control does the visual artist have over the scope and consistency of interpretation? 
 Hawthorne’s comparison of the artist to the poet throughout the novel gives some insight 
into the limits of representation and interpretation for both artist and viewer.  After dwelling on 
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the extremes of art represented by the Dying Gladiator and The Marble Faun, Hawthorne 
immediately likens the role of the artist to that of the poet: “Only a sculptor of the finest 
imagination, the most delicate taste, the sweetest feeling, and the rarest artistic skill – in a word, 
a sculptor and a poet too – could have first dreamed of a Faun in this guise, and then succeeded 
in imprisoning the sportive and frisky thing, in marble” (10).  What distinguishes the poet from 
the sculptor in this instance is his or her ability to capture the feeling of life in a medium which is 
its antithesis.  The poet’s consciousness is broader and his sympathies are deeper, similar to the 
sympathies which Hawthorne will come to associate with painters, all female in the novel. 
 Hawthorne later presents the case of a “venerable” English sculptor who has attracted a 
circle of young American admirers.
296
  The sculptor spent his career creating various figures of 
antiquity, which he sculpted with “a more delicate power than any other man alive,” lacking only 
the chaste Christian morality to inform his work on female nudes, which he tints a buff color to 
the chagrin of conservative viewers (135). His followers are young sculptors who are attracted to 
their mentor’s fame and invest their efforts into perfecting art philosophy talking points and the 
technically impressive aspects of their craft: “It is fair to say, that they were a body of very 
dextrous and capable artists, each of whom had probably given the delighted public a nude 
statue, or who had won credit for even higher skill by the nice carving of button-holes, shoe-ties, 
coat-seams, shirt-bosoms, and other such graceful peculiarities of modern costume” (136).  
Much like Hilda and Kenyon, and Miriam and Donatello, the elder and young sculptors in the 
salon have become imperfect representations of each other.  Both the elder sculptor and his 
entourage follow the principles of art dominant during their respective rise to artistic maturity.  
The elder creates “dream-work” divorced from “Christian reality;” he finds himself brought 
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down by a compulsive dedication to Romantic inspiration that divorces him from an awareness 
of his audience.  The young sculptors seek fame in a world of shrinking patronage by depending 
too heavily on the goodwill of an undereducated audience.  They wholly throw out inspiration in 
favor of displays of technical skill, many of which, as we learn earlier in Kenyon’s workshop, 
are executed by Italian assistants rather than the artists themselves.  The narrator draws together 
the dichotomous relationship between young and old through the figure of the poet, insisting: 
A sculptor, indeed, to meet the demands which our pre-conceptions make upon him, 
should be even more indispensably a poet than those who deal in measured verse and 
rhyme.  His material, or instrument, which serves him in the stead of shifting and 
transitory language, is a pure, white, undecaying substance.  It ensures immortality to 
whatever is wrought in it, and therefore makes it a  religious obligation to commit no idea 
to its mighty guardianship, save such as may repay the marble for its faithful care, its 
incorruptible fidelity, by warming it with an ethereal life.  Under this aspect, marble 
assumes a sacred character; and no man should dare to touch it unless he feels within 
himself a certain consecration and a priesthood, the only evidence of which, for the 
public eye, will be the high treatment of heroic subjects, or the delicate evolution of the 
spiritual, through material beauty.  (136 – 7) 
 
Here the lexicon of poetry is the marble itself, which in its purest form can neither be corrupted 
by human interference or the passing of time.  It is the poet’s job to imbue language with the 
warmth of life and a spiritual existence.  The poet’s finished work, language beautifully crafted, 
will communicate the classic evolutions of humanity, heroic and spiritual, and continue to exist 
through its “sacred character.”  The sculptor must assume this role in response to his audience, 
which entrusts him with the task of creating a tableau of human history wrought in beauty and 
creating the figure of the artist who must exist beyond his audience’s corruptive forces.  The 
sculptor, ultimately, must exist as the ideal that he is portraying in marble. 
 Of course this task is impossible, and has been established as impossible from the outset 
of the novel.  Even the most exceptional statues in Rome are rotting.  Initially delighted with her 
party’s discovery of the Marble Faun, Hilda sees “a corroded and discolored stone” upon 
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extended viewing, commenting: “The change is very apt to occur in statues” (17).  This 
“change,” Hilda’s realization of the material existence of the statue, represents a disjunction 
between the statue’s poetic meaning and medium.  There is some understanding upon viewing a 
statue that its meaning is slowly, naturally unraveling through the decay of its medium.  Despite 
Hawthorne’s championing of the eternal existence of artistic inspiration and spiritual 
representation through statuary, the reality of statuary is quite distinct from the ideal. 
 This is not to say that the novel is not conscious of this conflict between the ideals of art 
and their realities, or that it does not try to combat or manipulate them.  One method that the 
characters rely on frequently is creating a narrative to complement or explain art.  The most 
extensively developed narrative is Donatello’s likeness to the Faun – the statue is granted 
Donatello’s playful demeanor and ultimately becomes integral to the story of Donatello’s 
heritage and relationship with the natural world.  But the necessity of narrating art, “to express its 
magic peculiarity in words,” enters into the narrative in much more limited ways as well, initially 
in discussions of art genre.  Hilda, Miriam, and Kenyon debate quite early in the novel the merits 
of oil painting versus sculpture.  The debate is initially sparked by Kenyon’s glib criticism of the 
Dying Gladiator, which he has recently come to dislike: “…I find myself getting weary and 
annoyed that the man should be such a length of time leaning on his arm, in the very act of death.  
If he is so terribly hurt, why does he not sink down and die, without further ado? …it is like 
flinging a block of marble up into the air and, by some trick or enchantment, causing it to stick 
there.  You feel that it ought to come down, and are dissatisfied that it does not obey the natural 
law” (16).  Kenyon complains that, rather than showing the after effects of a significant 
experience or action, the Dying Gladiator attempts to bring its viewer into the dramatic scene in 
media res, at the climax of the course of action.  In doing so, the statue enables its viewer to 
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potentially experience the heightened emotional state and the extremes of human cognizance and 
morality.  In Kenyon’s estimation, this goal does not respect the weight and levity of marble, 
which is better suited to presenting stasis.  Here Kenyon attempts to naturalize the relationship 
between the subject matter of art and its medium, contrary to Hawthorne’s intermingling of 
literary and art genres in his insistence on the relationship between sculptor and poet.  This 
segregation of genres collapses upon Kenyon’s aforementioned viewing of the Laocoon, perhaps 
the most widely-known example of an ancient statue that captures the heightened emotion of its 
subject in medias res, because he is able to narrativize his experience and apply his unfolding 
agony over Hilda to his understanding of the statue.  He is able to situate the statue within a 
narrative that rationally describes its pain, both cause and effect.   
 Conversely, Miriam initially claims that painting has a natural relationship to narrative: 
“In painting, there is no similar objection to the representation of brief snatches of time; perhaps 
because a story can be so much more fully told, in picture, and buttressed about with 
circumstances that give it an epoch” (17).  Painting in The Marble Faun tends to capture the 
story of illusory moments and fleeting realizations of truth, which is why it is most frequently 
associated with Miriam, who tends to reveal her own story through similar bits of confused 
revelation.  It is overtly feminized, and while its excellence can be judged through technical 
execution, in the case of Hilda and Miriam, it is most frequently judged by the emotional impact 
that it imparts (20 – 1). While Hilda and Miriam’s ability to impart emotion in painting is 
certainly a feminine skill in The Marble Faun, it is also reflective of a Romantic connection 
between art and emotion familiar to earlier artists like Allston, who imbues his successful male 
artist with this characteristic in Monaldi.  More broadly, the emotional impact of any painting is 
found in its narrative rather than its crafting; Hilda’s copy of Guido’s Beatrice Cenci is so 
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mysterious and emotionally fraught that it simultaneously crafts both narrative and 
counternarrative, “She is a fallen angel, fallen, and yet sinless…” (66). Hilda rewrites the story 
of Beatrice through her work, “I really had quite forgotten Beatrice’s history, and was thinking 
of her only as the picture seems to reveal her character” (ibid.).  Ultimately Miriam seeks to 
“clasp Beatrice Cenci’s ghost” and reinterpret her own history through Hilda’s revisionary 
narrative, which offers Beatrice condolence rather than condemnation.  Hilda’s Beatrice Cenci is 
the most significant painting presented in the novel for this reason; it creates the potential for 
Miriam to reconfigure her past life and anticipate the impending moral struggles of her future.   
 If the poet can grant a piece of art permanency by imbuing it with a spiritual existence, 
the writer can do so by giving the work of art a temporal existence, both a connection with a 
point in time (specific or nondescript) and a developmental pattern relatable to its viewer.  
Despite Kenyon’s brief insistence to the contrary, both sculpture and painting require the viewer 
to take a participatory role in parsing out his or her own understanding of and relationship to this 
narrative: “’I defy any painter to move and elevate me without my own consent and assistance’” 
(17).  The work of art needs to be able to communicate with its viewer in order to defy 
misinterpretation, much like the Preface of The Marble Faun first calls out to and identifies its 
reader before presenting its contents.  But if a viewer’s caprice is such that he or she can choose 
to disengage from the interpretive process, as is the case at points in the novel for Kenyon and 
Hilda, then the artwork loses its ability to shape its viewer and bring him or her into its narrative.  
For this reason, place, both the location of the artwork in a gallery space and the moment in a 
viewer’s life at which the artwork makes an impression, is crucial in the interpretive world of 
The Marble Faun. 
210 
 
 Hawthorne emphasized the importance of how a piece of art is displayed in relation to 
others in a gallery and in terms of how the characters are able to view them.  The most precious 
and well-received artworks in the book are most frequently the ones restricted from public view.  
While works like the Laocoon and Dying Gladiator might lay claim to more cultural prestige 
than Kenyon’s Cleopatra in progress, they do not impart more of an impact on their viewer.  
Kenyon’s closeted statue is, for its single viewer and unwitting model Miriam, a tour de force, an 
eventual doppelganger to her portrayal in Hilda’s Beatrice Cenci.  Miriam even more 
enthusiastically lauds Kenyon’s small sculpture of Hilda’s right hand, which he keeps inside an 
elaborately carved antique ivory box away from public view.  Even the odds and ends of 
antiquity and the sketches by “old masters” viewed at the artists’ salon seem more valuable and 
interesting in Hawthorne’s estimation than the massive pieces of ancient sculpture so widely 
displayed throughout Rome.  Hawthorne’s investment in well-cloistered original art was more 
the result of his interest in authenticity, which is not a term that he uses to denote a unreproduced 
or mediated work of art, as in one’s “authentic self,” but to describe the relationship between the 
artist and his or her work.  Says Hawthorne’s narrator of the great masters’ sketches: “It was 
delightful to believe in their authenticity, at all events; for these things make the spectator more 
vividly sensible of a great painter’s power, than the final glow and perfected art of the most 
consummate picture that may have been elaborated from them.  There is an effluence of divinity 
from the first sketch…” (138). For Hawthorne, authenticity was a narrative about the immediacy 
of the artist’s inspiration.  The sketches are compelling because, if viewers believe the story, they 
can come to understand the genius of Rembrandt in an unrefined, and thus more authentic, 
form.
297
  Accepting this narrative as truth is “delightful,” pleasurable for the viewer, and indeed 
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it is a novelty among salon members to attribute the various sketches to revered artists and their 
famous creations.  The novelty extends to the controlled opportunities to view the sketches and 
the coterie allowed access to them.  The artists allowed to view the sketches must both judge 
them on their technical merits, often challenging as some sketches are no more than faint 
smudges, and create a story to make them meaningful.  Here artists are able to practice what it is 
to create art – to simultaneously self-fashion and interpret, recover and recreate. 
 A more self-effacing example of the power of controlled access to art comes when 
Kenyon rather haplessly stumbles upon a statue of the Venus de Medici, partially unearthed in a 
subterranean cellar.  He is consumed with uncovering and reassembling the fragments of the 
statue, and ruminates: “’What a discovery is here!...I seek for Hilda, and find a marble woman!  
Is the omen good or ill?’”298  Immediately upon discovering the statue, Kenyon attempts to read 
it as an extension of his own quest to uncover Hilda’s whereabouts.  He becomes momentarily 
consumed with the beauty of the roughly assembled statue, which still communicates its 
“beautiful Idea” of “Womanhood,” and becomes momentarily enamored of his priceless 
discovery and his own brilliance in reassembling it.  His memory of the missing Hilda disrupts 
his short conquest narrative and reminds him that, despite having uncovered one missing woman, 
he had yet to reunite with the one most significant to him.  He ultimately comes to find that the 
statue has, without his previous knowledge, already been discovered by Miriam and Donatello, 
who have knowledge of Hilda beyond the “omen” that Kenyon initially seeks in the art.  By the 
time the friends are reunited, the statue fails to impress Kenyon any longer. 
 Kenyon’s quick deflation after discovering the statue is compelling in its ambiguity.  His 
disappointment over unearthing the wrong ideal figure of womanhood is apparent, but he does 
not react specifically to the knowledge that he was not the first to uncover the statue, only 
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commenting after hearing the news that “’…I cannot respond to you…Imagination and the love 
of art have both died out of me’” (427).  As his discovery of the statue indicates, neither his 
imagination nor his love of art has dissipated, even when burdened by concerns for Hilda.  His 
loquaciousness has also not diminished, though, lacking a search companion, his conversations 
by this point in the novel have been replaced with extensive internal monologues and frustrated 
declarations.  Furthermore, while Kenyon may have reached the point of exasperation over his 
inability to recover Hilda, he has not come to realize that the signifiers in his life, art and 
language, are devoid of meaning.  He immediately thereafter depends upon his understanding of 
both to piece together the occasion of Hilda’s disappearance and the series of events, including 
Miriam’s mysterious history that preceded it.  There is no moment, except during the momentary 
chaos of the Carnival, where Kenyon truly doubts his faculties in the novel.  So why then, 
beyond his typical theatrics, does he feign to cast them off at this moment? 
 The answer lies in Kenyon’s increasingly tenuous ability to control the viewing and 
venue of art objects.  Hilda, both Kenyon’s companion and his living embodiment of perfection 
in art, has disappeared from her ivory tower.  In her small gallery she is unviewable; her 
presence is only signified by the light of the virginal shrine that she tends.  So too the statue of 
Venus appears initially unviewable, undiscovered, only Kenyon’s to reconstruct and appreciate.  
The knowledge that Donatello, the only member of the small circle of friends untrained in art, 
could simply stumble upon such a find challenges Kenyon’s ability to construct and preserve art 
through the preservation of the space art inhabits.  His momentary reverie over placing the 
newly-found statue in an alcove in the Vatican, a safe and chaste space, further illustrates how he 
understands place to be integral to the history and meaning of art.  For a sculptor whose works 
cannot readily travel, display becomes not only a choice informing the viewing of a particular 
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venue or audience, but a permanent decision which will shape the way that a statue can 
communicate to its viewers.  The underlying challenge to Kenyon’s appreciation of art and the 
narrative that he creates for it in this scene is the vulgar unearthing and displacing/displaying of 
art that was previously kept from view.  Though Hilda is later revealed to have been kept safe in 
a convent during her absence, it is only after her return to the Virgin’s shrine that she regains her 
rightful place in the order of the novel. 
 In essence, both controlling the display and signification system of a piece of art allow 
the artist some control over the way the artwork is interpreted.  In The Marble Faun, this 
modicum of control is vital less for the sake of the artists’ careers but more because when the 
practicing artists in the novel lose control of the terms of their work, they are reconstituted into 
art objects themselves.  They become ideals, aesthetically delightful representations of the 
extremes of human emotion.  In order to dwell in Roman galleries and studios, one must either 
create art or become it. 
 
The Role of the Artist 
 In his Italian Notebooks, Hawthorne recounted a visit to the studio of William Story, an 
American sculptor whose statue of Cleopatra Hawthorne appropriated for Kenyon in The Marble 
Faun.  Story’s studio is one among many that Hawthorne viewed on a tour of galleries in the 
area, and Story jocularly commented on how running a studio and tourist site simultaneously has 
affected the responses that he encounters to his work: 
Bye the bye, he told us several queer stories of American visitors to his studio: one of 
them, after long inspecting Cleopatra, into which he has put all possible characteristics of 
her time and nation, and of her own individuality, asked, ‘Have you baptized your statue 
yet?’ as if the sculptor were waiting till his statue were finished before he chose the 
subject of it, -- as, indeed, I should think many sculptors do.  Another remarked of a 
statue of Hero, who is seeking Leander by torchlight, and in momentary expectation of 
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finding his drowned body, ‘Is not the face a little sad?’  Another time a whole party of 
Americans filed into his studio, and ranged themselves round his father’s statue, and, 
after much silent examination, the spokesman of the party inquired, ‘Well, sir, what is 
this intended to represent?’299 
 
If there is no other indication that Hawthorne’s artists exist within a world bound by fantasy, it is 
that they never encounter responses such as these to their own work or the great works of 
antiquity.  They are able to converse about art almost exclusively among artists sensitive to the 
dynamics of their work.  Even Donatello, who reads art as an extension of his immediate 
surroundings and emotional state, makes remarkably sophisticated comments about the history 
and meaning of the art that the party encounters.  Hawthorne keeps his artists blissfully removed 
from the chatter of the public, but wholly dependent on each other for support and criticism.  
Rome is both the great uniter of artists and the source of unexpected conflict; it is the “Land of 
Art” where artists are absolute “free citizens,” but also goaded towards competition with each 
other because of the limited patronage available to support them.
300
  So while they admire each 
other’s achievements, they also envy them, and seek each other’s company as to form a kinship 
with disciples of beauty and to combat the loneliness of the expatriate.  Hawthorne admired the 
life of the artist as one removed from quotidian concerns, concerned only with seeking out the 
“Ideal” (137).  But the stuff of everyday life, past and present, comes to invade the artists’ world 
as surely as Miriam’s Model interrupts the gentle peace of an evening walk and a momentarily 
quiet mind.   
 As the events of the novel cause the coterie to splinter, Hilda, Kenyon, and Miriam are 
left to reconstruct their identities as artists independently.  Only Kenyon ultimately succeeds at 
this goal; Hilda, by the conclusion of the novel, gives up her copying and Miriam’s self-
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fashioning consumes her.  No one remains an artist in Rome.  In the end, each character’s 
transformation is a greater understanding of what the role of the artist entails and the alienation 
from art that it can create. The character undoubtedly stressed most by her developmental 
progression into the role of the artist is Hilda, who, despite being a copyist, is the most conscious 
of her artistic process works and the changes that it brings about within her.  Like Priscilla of 
Hawthorne’s Blithedale Romance, Hilda is a “medium:” a young woman with a mind so 
unsullied that it easily attenuates to the wills of others.  Hilda specializes in sensing genius in the 
works of the Old Masters and reproducing it with unprecedented care in copies: “She was 
endowed with a deep and sensitive faculty of appreciation; she had the gift of discerning and 
worshipping excellence, in a most unusual measure…She saw – no, not saw, but felt – through 
and through a picture; she bestowed upon it all the warmth and richness of a woman’s sympathy; 
not by any intellectual effort, but by this strength of heart, and this guiding light of sympathy…” 
(56 – 7).  Once a promising young original artist, wanting only for “years and experience” to 
enrich her work, Hilda turns to copying as a way “to catch and reflect some of the glory which 
had been shed upon canvas from immortal pencils of old” (55, 57).  Hilda does not seek to 
mechanically reproduce a painting; she carefully selects and crops her subject from a larger 
work, generally selecting a minute scene of intense emotion, and reproduces it on a larger scale.  
She shapes the viewer’s understanding of the original by pulling a detail out of context and 
imbuing within it “such depth of sympathy” for the project of the original artist and the story 
being portrayed (59).  For doing so, the novel lauds her as a martyr to art, willing to subsume her 
talents into the desire to honor earlier men of genius.  Her sacrifice only further proves her sweet 
and feminine nature and, to Hawthorne, the benefits to art which female self-surrender can yield: 
“The handmaid of Raphael, whom she loved with a virgin’s love!  Would it have been worth 
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Hilda’s while to relinquish this office, for the sake of giving the world a picture or two which it 
would call original; pretty fancies of show and moonlight; the counterpart, in picture, of so many 
female achievements in literature!” (61).301 
 The Marble Faun tests its female characters by allowing them to attempt to assume the 
role of both artist and artwork, agent and immutable, beautiful object.  Hilda is the novel’s 
paragon of voluntary self-restriction and is an increasingly frustrating character to observe 
develop because of her continuous withdraws within.  She ultimately refuses even to copy 
anymore for fear of further emotional corruption, which, prior to witnessing Miriam and 
Donatello’s crime, had never made an impression upon her.  Yet, despite the outcome of her 
transformation, Hilda does exhibit some knowledge of her agency, the “freedom” that 
Hawthorne speaks of as being her right as an unattached woman in Rome.  She does not stop 
seeking the spiritual uplift that art offers her at the outset of the novel; she actively seeks for it, 
and becomes increasingly depressed to finally see the depths of decay in Rome, “the tarnished 
gilding of the picture-frames,” or the encroachment of human sin and folly into a life that had not 
yet understood or witnessed it (333).  She remains doggedly dedicated to her tasks as a copyist 
though she no can no longer produce work or remain satisfied with her role as a martyr.  The 
novel attributes her gradual disillusionment with art to her slowly developing affections for 
Kenyon.  Hilda begins to understand that such affections interfere with her previous relationship 
to the art of the Old Masters: “A picture, however admirable the painter’s art, and wonderful his 
power, requires of the spectator a surrender of himself, in due proportion with the miracle which 
has been wrought.  Let the canvas glow as it may, you must look with the eye of faith, or its 
excellence escapes you” (335).  What Hilda discovers after her fall from innocence is a sort of 
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critical distance from art that she had never come to realize in the midst of her previous devotion 
to her subjects.  She is able to dismiss paintings that do not appeal to her and to distrust the 
figures within them.  Though she does not lose faith in all of art, as Kenyon proclaims in his 
despondency, she does come to realize that she cannot remain the sort of artist that she has been.  
She can no longer simply trust the divinity of the painting; she must critique the source of her 
faith.  This revelation occasions Hilda’s brief turn to Catholicism in an attempt to ease her guilt 
and reestablish the relationship between spirituality and the visual arts.  Ultimately, Hilda instead 
chooses to depend on the unrepresentable faith of her forefathers and withdraws from her life of 
representation entirely.   
 The benefit to Hilda’s withdrawal within the logic of the novel is clearly that she avoids 
Miriam’s fate.  Hilda is able to disentangle herself from her abject relationship to representation 
and choose instead a partnership with Kenyon and the ability to escape her life abroad.  As 
Miriam becomes increasingly more obsessed with refashioning herself to escape her past and the 
memory of her sins, Hilda becomes increasingly emboldened and independent through her 
realization that spirituality need not be exclusively expressed through art.  She realizes that to be 
an artist is to stay static, to be tied to Rome and to forbid emotional growth.  Thus, Hilda’s break 
with art does allow her some freedom that her previous dedication to the Old Masters forbade. 
 As aforementioned, Miriam’s difficulty with interpreting art lies in her inability to see 
anything but her past in art objects.  Her understanding of the role of the artist is related to her 
need to obscure her past and blend into her present social milieu.  Miriam’s studio, a series of 
rooms in a decaying manor house, is the first space of artistic production that the reader gets to 
see.  But we are not introduced to Miriam in the process of painting; instead, she is at her easel, 
mending a pair of gloves.   Hawthorne expounds upon Miriam’s feminine and domestic virtues 
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evident in the simple act, but what is more immediately apparent is how Miriam translates her 
work at the easel into her work on the glove.  Miriam is immediately portrayed as self-
fashioning, and her costume is her art.  The reader is then introduced via the curiosity of 
Donatello to a portrait by Miriam of a woman crying out in despair.  Says Miriam: “‘It is a lady 
of exceedingly pliable disposition; now a heroine of romance, and now a rustic maid; yet all for 
show, being created, indeed, on purpose to wear rich shawls and other garments in a becoming 
fashion.  This is the true end of her being, although she pretends to the most varied duties and 
perform many parts in life, while really the poor puppet has nothing on earth to do’” (41).  
Miriam playfully reassures Donatello that the anguished woman is nothing more than a model 
whose emotion is affected by staging and dress.  The model’s character is mutable depending on 
the role required of her.  Miriam attempts to incorporate the same mutability into her own social 
existence, though she cannot fashion a social persona changeable enough to put on a new 
emotional state with every change of a dress.  She then proceeds to show Donatello two 
portfolios of sketches she has made, the first containing scenes of violence against men 
perpetrated by women, the second full of softly idealized sketches of domestic scenes.  Donatello 
recoils upon viewing the nightmarish scenes, but is no more convinced by the idealized scenes, 
all of which feature a small rendering of Miriam herself viewing the scene in despair.  It is little 
wonder that the lighthearted Donatello is discomfited by the abrupt changes in mood and subject 
of the sketches, and why his normally uncritical eye can spot the small representations of his 
adored Miriam despite her intention to blend the brief intrusions into the scene.  The last work 
Miriam reveals to Donatello is a self-portrait in process: the work meant to blend all of the 
extremes of her character into a reserved and sad mien.  It is the final mention of Miriam’s 
paintings in the novel. 
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 Miriam will take up more overt forms of self-fashioning subsequently in the novel, often 
dressing in costumes and, during Carnival, appearing in masks.  At the conclusion of the novel 
she will come to be represented simply by a bracelet: 
Before they quitted Rome, a bridal gift was laid on Hilda’s table.  It was a bracelet, 
evidently of great cost, being composed of seven ancient Etruscan gems, dug out of seven 
sepulchres, and each one of them the signet of some princely personage, who had lived 
an immemorial time ago.  Hilda remembered the precious ornament.  It had been 
Miriam’s; and once, with the exuberance of fancy that distinguished her, she had amused 
herself with telling a mythical and magic legend for each gem, comprising the imaginary 
adventures and catastrophe of its former wearer.  Thus, the Etruscan bracelet became the 
connecting bond of a series of seven wondrous tales, all of which, as they were dug out of 
seven sepulchres, were characterized by a sevenfold sepulchral gloom; such as Miriam’s 
imagination, shadowed by her own misfortunes, was wont to fling over its most sportive 
flights.  (462) 
 
By the novel’s conclusion, Miriam’s presence has all but been effaced aside from the material 
presence of the bracelet and its symbolic relationship to her identity as an artist.  Hawthorne’s 
description of the bracelet “of great cost” recalls the “pearl of great cost” central to The Scarlet 
Letter.  The bracelet carries with it Miriam’s careful retelling of history, which she literally 
adorned herself with, further obscuring her past transgressions.  But the bracelet cannot help but 
carry with it, through Miriam’s stories, some air of sadness – even when playfully embellishing 
the gems with a fantastic history, Miriam is not able to escape placing herself within the story 
and understanding her history to be the prototype for any artistic creations she produces.  
Ultimately, Miriam has sacrificed her freedom to her art, which by virtue of existing must 
necessarily imprison her in her past. 
 Only Kenyon emerges as a relatively unscathed figure of the artist who, after 
rediscovering his Muse, Hilda, is able to continue with his career.  Kenyon’s success as an artist 
in Rome stems from perhaps his most considerable character flaw: Kenyon is a poor reader of art 
and of people.  Despite being a loyal and omnipresent friend to Donatello, Kenyon cannot 
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rationalize the abrupt change in his character nor why his bust of Donatello takes on a haunted 
look rather than capturing the former happy countenance of his friend.  He does not connect 
Donatello’s sudden depression to the emaciated Miriam whom he discovers roaming the Italian 
countryside a year after the murder of the monk other than to think that they were perhaps pining 
away for each other, a retelling of his own yearning for Hilda.  He is not able to assemble and 
manipulate his own social narrative in the way that Hilda and Miriam are able to; he is bounced 
around rather pitifully by the end of the novel from event to event and finds himself wholly 
confused and overwhelmed by the Carnival until recovered by Hilda.  Because he is able to so 
faithfully focus on his primary goal, achieving Hilda’s romantic affection, he remains removed 
from the influences of art that his fellow artists feel so deeply.  Hawthorne’s “Man of Marble” 
benefits from this critical remove as does the novel, which depends on his steady development to 
counteract the more fitful progress of Miriam and Donatello. 
 
Acting Out Art 
 One of the more intriguing possibilities that The Marble Faun offers its characters is the 
opportunity to inhabit the roles of art themselves, whether by choice or by compulsion.  
Characters such as Donatello fluctuate between the role of artist, model, and even artwork, 
experiencing the benefits and, more frequently, the drawbacks of being able to inhabit space and 
possess narrative authority in the guise of each role.  This ability of the characters to inhabit 
multiple roles also complicates the role of a work of art in the novel, which is typically notable 
for its singularity and edification of Romantic style (through its portrayal of emotion and its slow 
decay physically).  The question that Hawthorne seemed to ask in these ekphrasic moments in 
The Marble Faun was whether the changeability of characters can contribute productively to the 
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austere nature of art, and whether the visual arts can capture this changeability effectively.  
While the visual arts seem to fail in the project of capturing the flux of the characters’ lives, 
Hawthorne lauded great art for its permanency of emotion and consistency of interpretation, 
chiding his characters, in the end, for their fluctuating responses to the world around them. 
 The role of the model in The Marble Faun is the most compelling challenge to the 
construction of the artist.  While the traditional model only inhabits the role when sitting in an 
artist’s studio, the Model who so carefully tracks Miriam is an undetermined signifier, a figure 
meant to communicate a message in the context of a work of art broken free from his frame.  He 
first emerges from the catacombs of Rome and is initially labeled the ghost of a previously lost 
traveler seeking companionship.  Kenyon predicts that: “Such an intense desire for sympathy 
indicates something amiable in that poor fellow” (27).  Initially, the Model seems to operate like 
a work of art from a bygone era of production, demanding the same sort of sympathy that 
Hawthorne recognized in works of supreme emotional affect like The Dying Gladiator.
302
  But 
the illusion is broken through the Model’s attachment to Miriam and his obscure motivation for 
seeking her out, which Miriam herself fails to clarify.  The Model periodically tries to 
communicate with Miriam, but not for the sake of companionship, as Kenyon first surmises.  His 
appearance and demeanor are characterized as both disconcerting and familiar upon his entrance 
into the narrative:  
The stranger was of exceedingly picturesque, and even melodramatic aspect.  He was 
clad in a voluminous cloak…and a pair of those goat-skin breeches, with the hair 
outward, which still commonly worn by the peasants of the Roman Campagna.  In this 
garb, they look like antique Satryrs; and, in truth, the Spectre of the Catacomb might have 
represented the last survivor of that vanished race, hiding himself in sepulchral gloom, 
and mourning over his lost life of woods and streams…His eyes winked, and turned 
uneasily from the torches, like a creature to whom midnight would be more congenial 
than noonday.  (30) 
 
                                                             
302 See note 272.  
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Like Donatello, the Model is likened to a mythological race frequently portrayed in Greek art, 
which, while alienating him from society at large, ingratiates him to artists, who widely utilize 
the Model to portray villains and madmen in paintings and sketches.  The comparison also 
imbues him with a primeval connection to nature also frequently attributed to Donatello and, 
more generally, the peasantry of Italy.  But unlike the still frolicking Donatello, who has found a 
kindred spirit in the statue of the Faun, the Model is the last of his race.  For this reason, he 
represents a past social order, quite literally Miriam’s past, but more broadly the ancient cultural 
order of Rome.  The Model is associated with an animalistic desire, not only in his likening to 
the Satyr, but also in his dogged and seemingly sinister pursuit of Miriam.  He also comes to 
represent violent modes of Roman punishment and entertainment through his appearance in the 
catacombs, where he is initially characterized as a prisoner among the graves, and his threatening 
presence in the Coliseum, perceived as a picturesque location by the artists despite its history.  
Before the subsequent revelation of his identity, the Model represents the dark aspects of human 
desire and consciousness that haunt Miriam so persistently.  He is Donatello’s doppelganger and 
point of preservation – as long as Donatello is removed from the corruption that the Model 
represents, he is kept safe from the guilt and self-torment that will ultimately undo him.  Of 
course, the dichotomy between the Model and Donatello is destined to be short-lived. 
 Donatello murders the Model in a fit of anger and passion for Miriam, and ultimately 
disfigures himself in the process: “…that simple and joyous creature was gone forever” (172).  
The murder is Donatello’s first creative act.  Instead of acting as a model himself and a figurative 
point of interest for the artist companions, Donatello steps into the role of the artist when he ends 
the Model’s life.  Both he and Miriam are given the opportunity to view the result of Donatello’s 
passion, his composition, in multiple significant venues.  First, they contemplate the body of the 
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Model at the bottom of the ravine: “They both leaned over the parapet, and gazed downward as 
earnestly as if some inestimable treasure had fallen over, and were yet recoverable.  On the 
pavement, below, was a dark mass, lying in a heap, with little or nothing human in its 
appearance, except that the hands were stretched out, as if they might have clutched, for a 
moment, at the small, square stones.  But here was no motion in them, now” (173).  The first 
description of the dead Model’s corpse emphasizes the extent of his deformity; he was now not 
even recognizable as human except for his hands, symbolic of his lost agency, which have fallen 
still.  The Model cannot garner a proper amount of interest or sympathy as Donatello’s figurative 
artwork at this point because he is not clearly identifiable as human.  Donatello, immediately 
unable to cope with his action, blames Miriam for silently commanding the violence, configuring 
himself as the agent of Miriam’s crafting, a puppet for Miriam’s agency rather than an artist in 
himself.   
Donatello’s transformation is not a fall from innocence so much as the sudden knowledge 
that he was autonomous from the image of the faun previously crafted for him.  Donatello cannot 
inhabit the identity of the marble faun which bears such a resemblance to him, yet also cannot 
cope, at least initially, with the knowledge that this relationship has failed him.  Donatello 
demonstrates a sort of failed ekphrasis on the part of the characters in the novel; he is unable 
become the living embodiment of the work of art that seems to spell out his role in the novel.  
But a living embodiment of the Faun of the Praxielites denies the statue its positioning in space; 
its display no longer has the element of control that Hawthorne admired in the visual arts.  
Donatello must come to terms not with the fact that he is a murderer at this point in the novel, 
but that he cannot maintain the austerity of his artistic counterpart over time. 
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 The second opportunity that Miriam and Donatello have to view the deceased Model is at 
the Church of the Capuchins, where they have come to view the previously mentioned Guido 
Reni painting St. Michael the Archangel (1636).
303
 Says the narrator of the work: “It was an 
image of the greatest of future events, which we hope for so ardently, (at least, while we are 
young,) but find so very long in coming – the triumph of Goodness over the Evil Principle” 
(183).  The painting portrays a vibrantly clad St. Michael, portrayed with a youthful mien and 
flowing blond hair, subduing Satan, who is portrayed as a muscular but older foe, with a balding 
head.    While the invocation of Guido initially seems like rather heavy-handed irony, as Miriam 
and Donatello are about to encounter the victim of their previous evening’s crime, the image 
itself is a compelling retelling of the evening’s events.  It portrays the beautiful and young 
archangel about to stab his restrained foe, abject under the archangel’s foot and bound in chains.  
The angel, who exists in the realm of divine morality, is able to perform the violent act without 
undoing his nature.  The painting itself displays an allegorical world: the angel, despite the 
seeming conflict between his softly angelic features and violent task, is beatific, a visual 
representation of absolute goodness without the potential for sin, and the Satan, here portrayed as 
a mature man, with only small scaled wings and an obscured tail to configure him as something 
other than human, is absolute evil, not meant to evoke sympathy in its viewer or raise the 
possibility of redemption.  It is a world where young, beautiful figures are good, and old, ugly 
figures are evil, despite the actions that they might be compelled to undertake. 
 Miriam does not read the painting as such a clear statement of morality; she questions the 
painting’s dedication to its subject, demanding that the archangel show the scars of his battle 
with Satan rather than illustrate his divinity through his untouched garb: “How fair he looks, with 
his unruffled wings, with his unhacked sword, and clad in his bright armour, and that exquisitely 
                                                             
303 See Fig. 13. 
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fitting sky-blue tunic, cut in the latest Paradisaical mode...His sword should be streaming with 
blood, and perhaps broken half-way to the hilt; his armour crushed, his robes rent, his breast 
gory; a bleeding gash on his brow, cutting right across the stern scowl of battle!” (184). Miriam 
faults the painting for its lack of visceral proof of the struggle between Good and Evil.  It cannot 
be simply a battle of ideal representations, because in Miriam’s conception of art such things do 
not exist.  There must be conflicting emotion, there must be gore, for the struggle to finally have 
been won.  Miriam slights Guido on his surety in his presentation of the apocalypse, wondering 
if perhaps an image that showed “…a smoke-blackened, fiery-eyed Demon, bestriding that nice 
young angel, clutching his white throat with one of his hinder claws…” might be equally 
representative of the end of days (185). 
 Rita Gollin and John Idol, Jr. argue effectively that the Guido painting, which appears in 
the work three times, first as a sketch that the characters encounter in a salon setting, then as the 
painting itself, and finally as mosaic reproduction viewed by Hilda, demonstrates the emotional 
and moral developments of the characters in the novel, particularly Miriam and Hilda, who 
struggle with morality as a gendered construct.
304
  But the recurrence of the work also brings up 
questions of reproduction; can the message or emotional impact of the painting be experienced in 
various venues to the same effect?  The answer lies in Miriam’s commentary on the painting 
itself.  The significance of Miriam’s fleeting critique of Guido is in the critique’s context: 
Miriam and Donatello stand before the deceased Model, now dressed in the garb of a monk and 
readied for burial by the Church.  The monk has undergone a “transformation” from an agent in 
his former life (which the reader has little access to) to a posed work of art, demanding pity and 
devotion from its viewers.  Miriam accuses the Guido painting of too starkly identifying the 
                                                             
304 Rita Gollin and John Idol Jr., Prophetic Pictures: Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Knowledge and Uses of the Visual Arts 
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1991), 113. 
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distinction between good and evil just as she is confronted with her and Donatello’s morally 
problematic crime.  Doing so problematizes Miriam and Donatello’s participation in the crafting 
of the dead monk, thus distancing themselves from the interpretation that the monk’s corpse 
demands.  The accompanying Kenyon immediately demands that Miriam attempt to paint her 
own vision of muddled morals: “…paint the picture of a man’s struggle against sin, according to 
your own idea!  I think it will be a master-piece!” (184). But Miriam demurs, insisting that the 
“…picture would have its share of truth…but I am sadly afraid that the victory would fall on the 
wrong side” (ibid.).   Miriam clarifies that, in her representation, it is likely that Satan would win 
the victory, but the novel makes clear that Miriam simply could not capture such a struggle on 
canvas.  She does, to the extent that she can, capture it in the refashioning of Donatello.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
 Miriam’s speech, tellingly, falls upon deaf ears with Donatello, who is contemplating the 
dead monk, while regardless illustrating the transformation he is undergoing in the wake of the 
murder and in contemplation of the dead figure: “Death has probably a peculiar horrour and 
ugliness, when forced upon the contemplation of a person so naturally joyous as Donatello, who 
lived with completeness in the present moment, and was able to form but vague images of the 
future” (185).  Guido illustrates through the image of the peerless angel a life lived outside of 
time, which Miriam understands to synonymously indicate struggle.  The angel does not operate 
within a system of cause and effect because his actions are always divine; they are de facto 
morally just and predetermined.  The struggle itself is inconsequential; the allegorical outcome is 
all that is of importance.  Lacking a sense of chronology, Donatello too is momentarily removed 
from the full impact of his own actions and struggle.  While he has lost his cheerful disposition, 
which, prior to this incident, was attached to the flux of Miriam’s moods, he has not thought of 
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his actions as something that will ultimately alter his conception of himself.  He does not 
comprehend the change until he is able to identify the dead monk as the Model. 
 The Model’s body on display is as much Donatello’s sculpture as Cleopatra is Kenyon’s.  
The Model’s slow decay, his gradual progression from a lifelike flush to waxen, as a tour of the 
church will eventually indicate, a skeleton put on display in the small church mausoleum, is 
parallel to the slow decay of Rome’s marble statues.  Finally the Model has become a fixed 
signifier in death: he is now Father Antonio, outfitted with the proper dress and accoutrement of 
a Catholic burial.  Kenyon, “the professor of imaginative art,” even begins to create an 
interpretive narrative for the fallen monk, first pontificating on the dead Model’s feet and how 
they might indicate the story of his life and then noting and quickly suppressing the monk’s 
likeness to Miriam’s Model (189).  Miriam attempts to understand her Model’s death and sudden 
reappearance as Father Antonio by fitting the experience into her own narrative of continuous 
guilt and regret: “It was a symbol, perhaps, of the deadly iteration with which she was doomed to 
behold the image of her crime reflected back upon her…” (190).  Miriam is compelled to seek 
out further information about Brother Antonio from a fellow monk, and tour his burial site, 
Father Antonio’s final gallery, seeking to understand what the future will hold for the deceased 
monk/Model.  Only Donatello, who becomes so quiet and distant in the scene that his presence is 
hard to mark, fails to produce some sort of rationale for the Model’s death and the revelation of 
his identity.  Instead, he responds to the Model’s death by fashioning himself into a Model, a 
figure waiting for his interpretive narrative to be constructed.  Unfortunately, Donatello is not 
able to return to his previous connection with the Faun or return to life as an ekphrastic being in 
another form. 
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 After witnessing the Model’s funereal display, Donatello returns to his countryside estate 
and withdraws from the public, growing increasingly despondent and introverted.  The 
companionship of Kenyon does little to lift his spirits, though, by focalizing through Kenyon, 
Hawthorne begins to construct a narrative for Donatello that echoes the Model’s.  We learn 
through Kenyon that Donatello is the last of his family line and that there is some mysterious 
past corruption that Kenyon perceives as slowly taking root within Donatello, much like the taint 
of the Pyncheon family history in The House of the Seven Gables.  Initially, Kenyon rather 
playfully looks over the many papers and portraits populating Monte Beni, seeking out both 
evidence of Donatello’s family connection to the Faun and, more gravely, some understanding of 
how the family could have produced an individual so formerly buoyant and currently morose.  
He puzzles over Donatello’s sudden emotional collapse at the Nymph’s fountain and morbid 
obsession with Catholic alterpieces.  His most concerted effort comes in his sculpting of 
Donatello’s bust, a project which he appears to give up after being continuously foiled in 
preserving an expression that either artist or sitter find recognizable.  Initially Kenyon suspects 
his efforts are in vain because Donatello’s features are too finely wrought to impart an 
individualizing aspect to: “…the grace and harmony of the features seemed inconsistent with the 
prominent expression of individuality” (270).  He subsequently has trouble capturing an 
expression that encapsulates Donatello’s character; he is only able to create an expression of rage 
on the statue’s face, which Donatello insists on modeling to preserve the evidence of his crime.  
Kenyon scolds him and advocates “girding up our loins to press onward” in the face of whatever 
pain or transgression he seems to be suffering, a suggestion to which Donatello pleads confusion 
and ignorance (273).  
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 Despite his efforts, Donatello does not make a good model.  He cannot allow Kenyon to 
craft subtleties into his image because he feels that he must absolutely display his authentic self, 
not realizing that his performance is detracting from Kenyon’s ability to reproduce a lifelike 
image of him.  He cannot be subsumed into Kenyon’s masculinized narrative of development 
and has no alternate path offered to him. But can also not simply exist as an art object or a 
pleasurable but largely personless companion.  Again, he finds himself stranded but when 
rejoined by a much chastened Miriam will ultimately choose an alternate path of agency: he will 
turn himself into authorities and go to prison in order to rescue Hilda from any suspicion of 
involvement with the yet unsolved crime.  His first act of agency is self-constitutive and his 
second is self-effacing; the novel’s readers do not benefit from seeing the full affects of either 
transformation. 
 The question then is whether Donatello’s progression from art object to confused agent 
to, depending on one’s interpretation of Donatello’s ultimate surrender, actualized and 
redemptive character or discarded model, frames the larger question of art’s redemptive value in 
the novel.  Though it might be said that artistic sensibility, when couched in the gendered roles 
that Kenyon and Hilda play, can productively unite individuals, it does so at significant cost in 
The Marble Faun.  John Michael argues that The Marble Faun ultimately shows how the genre 
of the Romance can be challenged and even undermined by a lack of sympathy: “For in 
Hawthorne’s imagination sympathy and the failure of sympathy, like feeling and estrangement, 
are epistemological categories that undermine the commonplace distinction between history and 
romance to which he insistently draws the reader’s attention.”305  Michael draws the distinction 
between history, or the representation of truth, and romance, the representation of what 
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PMLA 103.2 (March 1988): 150. 
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Hawthorne terms “fancy” in his Preface, through Hawthorne’s turn to the grotesque in the novel 
as a corrupting force for both the characters themselves and the romance plot.  But the term 
“sympathy,” which Michael derives from an 18th century moralistic context, has a much more 
pronounced meaning in Romantic art discourse and Hawthorne’s own, aforementioned musings 
on art in his Italian Note-Book.  Sympathy is what enables a viewer to fundamentally interpret 
and connect with a sculpture like The Dying Gladiator; the viewer must “make a generous gift of 
his sympathies” to engage with great works of sculpture and painting.306  Characters like 
Donatello and the Model, despite undergoing such dramatic transformations in the course of the 
novel, do not warrant the gift of sympathy that Hawthorne sees as imperative for engagement 
with art.  Their narratives are not complete or developed enough in the novel to warrant 
connection; their emotive responses do not allow the reader to experience a sympathetic depth of 
feeling with the characters themselves.  Fundamentally, they demonstrate the failure of art 
without sympathy to resonate with a viewer because they lack the immutable emotion expressed 
through fixed works of art.  This mutability is perhaps the fundamental distinction between art 
and life that Hawthorne argues in The Marble Faun, and perhaps Hawthorne’s titling of the work 
after the work of art rather than the characters themselves represents an attempt to seek some 
interpretive stability and singularity for his work of literature for his work of art.  Of course, 
Hawthorne’s first title for his romance was The Transformation, a much more ambiguous 
engagement with the relationship between the singularity of art and the mutability of human life. 
 
Conclusion 
 The climax of The Marble Faun occurs in the midst of its most disquieting setting, 
Rome’s Carnival.  It is a masquerade of absurd representation: “…Clowns and parti-colored 
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harlequins; orang-outangs; bear-headed, bull-headed, and dog-headed individuals; faces that 
would have been human, but for their enormous noses; one terrific creature, with a visage right 
in the center of his breast; and all other imaginable kinds of monstrosity and exaggeration.”307  
The lovelorn Kenyon is forced to sort through the mass of carousers to try to discern the 
presence of his missing love, Hilda; he imagines that Hilda’s humble figure might be obscured 
by any number of figures, or might inhabit one of the disguises or vehicles swarming around him 
in the streets of Rome.  After Kenyon finally spots Hilda, as innocent and virtuous as ever, in the 
midst of the tumult, the narrator gives an account of Hilda’s whereabouts in the last portion of 
the novel in the form of a fairy tale: “Whence she had come, or where had been hidden, during 
this mysterious interval, we can but imperfectly surmise, and do not mean, at present, to make it 
a matter of formal explanation with the reader.  It is better, perhaps, to fancy that she had been 
snatched away to a Land of Picture…” (452).  In the “Land of Picture,” Hilda could commune 
with the great artists of the past and see the root of their inspiration; she views landscapes as 
Claude presented them on canvas and is led hand-in-hand by Raphael to his latest, heavenly 
masterpiece.  In a word, Hilda’s figurative communing with the great artists of the past is absurd, 
perhaps as absurd as the raucous, masked celebration occurring around the two characters as they 
reunite in Rome.  Hawthorne has created opposing fantasies at the end of The Marble Faun, one 
of perfect communion with the thoughts and inspirations of artists and their singular works, one 
of masked and dichotomous representations and realities swirling endlessly in Kenyon’s field of 
vision, occasionally punishing him with a bawdy or bloody tableau or, in a notable instance, a 
cauliflower to the head.  Here the novel has paired figurative representations of Rome’s 
idealized, singular circulation of great art with the troubled circulation of detached images and 
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meanings in the streets of contemporary Rome.  The only synthesis of these extremes that he 
arrived at by the end of the work was the synthesis of his two protagonists and artists, Hilda and 
Kenyon, in marriage, then quitting the scene altogether and returning to America. 
 But what is notable about each fantasy presented at the end of The Marble Faun is that 
they each hypothesize a relationship between art and text as well as between art and its 
consumers.  Hilda’s fantasy relies on communion with great artists unmediated by text; Hilda 
can simply hold the hand of Raphael and be led to a greater understanding of his inspiration.  
Rome’s Carnival, conversely, demands understanding of a text that Kenyon has no knowledge of 
and no use for.  Kenyon is not able to properly interact with the revelers or respond to their 
strange requests and demands because he is outside of Rome’s cultural narrative in this respect.  
As his exclusion becomes apparent, the revelers alternately exclude him from the festivities and 
attack him for his impertinence in the wake of their calls to action.  Hilda’s fantasy experience 
demonstrates how a viewer might interact with art beyond the constructs of discourse; Kenyon’s 
reality illustrates the pain of being excluded from a discourse community.  Both experiences are 
fantastical, but leave the reader of the novel wondering how the novel resolves its conflicts with 
language and its relationship to representation.  In short, at least in its first edition, it does not. 
 The abrupt conclusion to The Marble Faun ultimately troubled Hawthorne, who added a 
postscript to subsequent editions of the novel in England and America to give further explanation 
of Miriam’s narrative and fate, fairly forgotten at the end of the novel itself.308  The novel’s 
denoument is indicative of Hawthorne’s dedication at the time of its composition to the idea that 
the novel, like Rome’s great works, could stand alone and evoke empathy in an audience without 
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the traditional trappings of narrative works.  The fact that Hawthorne subsequently found the 
novel in need of further explanation of its main characters (which he offers only indirectly, by 
way of hearsay in an imagined conversation with Hilda and Kenyon) seems to indicate that he 
has lost some measure of faith in his efforts to transform his Romance into a work of art.  But the 
information that the reader is given ultimately reveals little but items of gossip incidentally 
important to the novel.  The postscript reveals that, rather than communing in a dream state with 
great artists, Hilda was simply staying in a convent during her absence.  Rather than gleaning 
inspiration from figurative artists, Hilda is being preserved in solitude, preserved much like the 
portrait of Beatrice Cenci she copies and admires.  Ultimately in The Marble Faun, Hawthorne 
affirmed that quiet communion with works of art, his own works of art in the guise of Hilda and 
Kenyon, satisfies the needs of both his reader and the viewer of artistic works.  If Hawthorne 
could not preserve the illusion of singular and communion with his “Dear Reader,” he could 
preserve it through interactions with his characters themselves. 
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